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ABSTRACT
This dissertation is comprised of three papers in the field of frontline marketing, which
examines the influence of servicescape, frontline employee (FLE), and service encounter
expectations on customer and company outcomes. The first chapter examines the influence of the
servicescape on customers’ tipping behaviors. Through the field and lab experiments, I find that
customers’ status perception is a key mechanism that drives their tipping behaviors, and, more
importantly, that subtle elements of the servicescape imbued with status perception (i.e., the color
of service props) increases tip sizes in restaurants. In the second chapter, I investigate boundary
conditions for an important work motivator for FLE, organizational identification (OI). Using
meta-analytic techniques, I find that OI, which is defined as individual’s sense of oneness with the
organization, improves FLE’s in-role performance the most when the work itself is not meaningful.
This finding implies that OI is most beneficial when the work itself provides workers with limited
opportunity to experience a sense of autonomy (e.g., tellers), competence (e.g., food service
workers), or relatedness (e.g., delivery personnel). Finally, in the third chapter, I examine the
impact of psychological distances evoked by customers’ story on service encounter evaluation.
Drawing construal level theory, I developed predictions that psychologically distant story
enhances prospective customers’ narrative transportation, which in turn increases positive service
encounter evaluations. I also hypothesize that this distal story effects are strengthened when those
who have high need for cognition evaluate intangible service encounter, because their dispositional
characteristics that enjoy thinking. The findings across four studies based on unobtrusive field
study and series of experiment consistently support my hypothesis. This study contributes to the
service marketing literature by revealing how storytellers’ distal stories can positively influence
customers’ future service encounter evaluation.
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Introduction
This dissertation consists of three papers in the field of frontline marketing. When Berry
(1981) introduced the concept of "frontline" into the marketing field, he emphasized the customercontact role of frontline. Thus, the term "frontline" mostly referred to the frontline employee (FLE)
who holds a customer-contact role (Bitner, Booms, and Mohr 1994). Since then, frontline
researchers have extended the area of study to a field that explores frontline activities when
customers make contact with the organization. Accordingly, recent researchers have re-defined
"frontline" as "the frontlines" and contend that the concept of frontline marketing should include,
but is not limited to, the phenomenon that investigates where, when, why, and how customers
interact with the organization (Singh et al. 2017). Consistent with this movement, in this
dissertation I define "the frontlines" as the phenomenon that occurs when customers make contact
with the company and I investigate the frontline factors that influence customer and company
outcomes. I focus on three of these factors, namely, service environment (i.e. servicescape),
customer contact employees, and customer service encounter expectations, which all combine to
determine the nature of the customer-firm interactions (Bolton and Saxena-Iyer 2009).
In the first chapter, I investigate the impact of service environment (i.e. servicescapes) on
the tipping behavior of customers. Servicescape, defined as the physical environment at the
service site (i.e., ambient conditions, spatial layouts, signs, symbols, and other objects), is the
environmental factor that influences customers' response to the service provider when they
are in contact with service provider (Bitner 1992; Singh et al. 2017). For example, customers can
infer restaurant service quality from facility aesthetics (e.g., interior design and décor; Heung and
Gu 2012) or attribute service failures to the firm or employees less often when the servicescape is
well-organized (Bitner 1990). Although existing research provides substantial evidence to support
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the positive impact of well-designed servicescapes, in general, the literature lacks empirical
support for the effect of subtle servicescape elements – like service props (i.e., objects in the
service delivery process like props in service performance; Fisk et al. 2008) – on customer
behavior.
Chapter 1 of this dissertation fills this gap by investigating the impact of color in
servicescapes on customers' tipping behavior at a restaurant setting. Drawing from status and
service marketing literature, I hypothesize that servicescapes that evoke customers' status
perception enhances customers' tipping behavior because tipping has been used as a tool to express
customers' own status. More specifically, I hypothesize that gold-colored service props (i.e.,
objects used in the service delivery process like props in service performance stage; Fisk et al.
2008) enhance customer tipping behavior by elevating customers' status perception. A series of
five studies, including lab and field experiments at restaurants, shows that the gold-colored (as
opposed to other colors) service props (i.e., tablecloths and bill folders) positively influence
customers' tipping by enhancing their status perception of the restaurant. This increase
subsequently elevates customers' self-status perception. The findings of this research have
implications for the strategic use of color in service design and atmospherics in general.
In the second chapter, I investigate FLE's work motivation. The importance of FLE's as a
marketing element determines firm and customer outcomes have long been supported. For instance,
a customers' experience of service encounter is a source of customer satisfaction (Bitner, Booms,
and Tetreault 1990), and FLEs' attitude and behavior influence a customers' service experience,
which in turn, contributes to the firm's financial performance (Lam, Kraus, and Ahearne 2010;
Netemeyer, Heilman, and Maxham 2012). Given this significant role of FLE's, past research has
examined various determinants of FLEs' work performance. Among them, organizational
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identification (OI) - an individuals' sense of oneness with the organization (Ashforth and Mael
1989) - has been recognized as a work motivator that enhances FLE work performance since
organizational membership provides for meaningfulness (Pratt and Ashforth 2003).For another
source of work meaningfulness that prompts work motivation, literature identifies the type of work
since FLEs find purpose and meaning in their work when they experience autonomy, competence,
and relatedness while performing their job (Ryan and Deci 2000).
Thus, prior research suggests that both OI and the type of work performed can impact FLE
job outcomes through their effect on the amount of work-related meaningfulness that employees
experience. What is unclear, however, is whether OI can be used to compensate for work that is
not meaningful in nature or, alternatively, if both OI and meaningful work are simultaneously
necessary to maximize FLE performance. In Chapter 2, I test competing theoretical predictions
developed from social identity and social exchange theory. Specifically, based on social identity
theory (SIT), I hypothesize that inherently meaningful frontline work enhances an OI's positive
effects on FLE performance because what one does and where one does it combine to shape a
worker's identity (Guevara and Ord 1996). In contrast, based on social exchange theory (SET), I
argue that a weakening effect is more likely because an FLE's felt need to repay the firm for
meaningful employment be diminished when part of the meaningfulness experienced stems from
the occupation itself (Masterson et al. 2000). I test these competing predictions using a high
inference meta-analytic procedure (Zablah et al. 2012) that combines 140 OI-FLE performance
correlations culled from 77 independent frontline samples, measures of work characteristics
provided by trained coders, and an alternative measure of work meaningfulness obtained from a
national U.S. survey of over two million workers. I find that: (1) autonomy, competence, and
relatedness combine to determine the meaningfulness inherent in frontline work, (2) work
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meaningfulness attenuates the positive effect of OI on FLE in-role performance, and (3) the OIFLE extra-role performance relationship is largely unaffected by work meaningfulness. The
study's findings are consistent with predictions rooted in social exchange theory, and thus,
challenge prior evidence that a supportive work context enhances the effect of OI on FLE
performance. To managers, this study suggests that investments in FLE OI are advisable when the
goal is improving extra-role performance, and that doing this to improve in-role performance is
most advisable when the work itself affords workers with limited opportunities to experience a
sense of autonomy (e.g., tellers), competence (e.g., food service workers), or relatedness (e.g.,
delivery personnel).
Customers tend to rely on other customers' service encounter experiences to expect service
quality before they choose a service provider (McConnel and Hubba 2007). Accordingly, service
organizations encourage customers' storytelling through online channels (Black and Kelley 2016)),
and it is widely studied as a factor that influences customers' choice of service provider (Kirmani
et al. 2017). When potential customers read those stories (i.e., online reviews), they can easily find
details such as where the storyteller (i.e., reviewer) lives and when s/he experienced the service
encounter. These details could make one feel near to or far from the events depicted in the story.
In the third chapter, I, and my co-authors, investigate the impact of this feeling near or far,
or psychological distance, on service encounter evaluation and its underlying mechanism.
Drawing from construal level theory (CLT), I hypothesize that a psychologically distant
story (i.e., distal story) enhances narrative transportation, the mental state of being transported to
the story, away from the real world (Green and Brock 2000). Because a great distance accentuates
story receivers' detachment from the real world, enhanced narrative transportation, in turn, leads
to favorable future service encounter expectations (H1). For a boundary condition, we hypothesize
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that the distal story creases narrative transportation when those with high need for cognition (NFC)
expect intangible (vs. tangible) service encounters (e.g., virtual vs. face-to-face service encounters),
however, this distal story effects are reversed either when those with low NFC expect service
encounters or when service encounters are tangible (H2). That is, narrative transportation is not
likely to occur to those with low NFC because they are not likely to exert thoughts to put
themselves into the scene of action. Also, prospective customers rely on concrete information they
expect concreteness of tangible (vs. abstractness of intangible) service encounters, thus concrete
proximal (vs. distal) story exerts greater impact on service encounter expectations.
We tested these hypotheses, using the multiple method. In Study 1, we analyzed the
customer stories, using Yelp online review data to examine the relationship between
the psychological distance, measured as a spatial distance (i.e. reviewer and service provider
location) and the expected service encounter evaluation (i.e. helpfulness ratings). In Study 2, we
replicated and extended these results, while testing another dimension of psychological
distance, namely temporal distance, in Study 3. The process mechanism of narrative transportation
is explored in Studies 2 and 3. Finally, Study 4 examines the boundary conditions. Across the four
studies, we found consistent support for our hypotheses.
This study contributes to the literature on service marketing by revealing how
the storytellers' distal stories can positively influence the customers' future service encounter
evaluation. Secondly, this chapter extends the construal level theory by applying it to the context
of storytelling in service settings. Thirdly, this study identifies the boundary conditions of these
effects, which have important managerial implications. Our findings suggest that distal customer
stories benefit service providers that offer intangible services that target customers with high NFC,
thus enjoy putting narrative thoughts on the service encounter (e.g., amusement park) However,
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distal story effects do not hold for those who offer tangible services or those who target low NFC
(e.g. face-to-face technical support services).
This dissertation contributes to the field of frontline marketing by revealing novel findings
with regard to the factors that influence the interactions between customers and the company,
the status that evokes color in the servicescape, FLE's OI that are contingent on their job
characteristics, and the customers' stories of their service encounter experiences.

6

References
Ashforth, Blake E and Fred Mael (1989), “Social Identity Theory and the Organization,”
Academy of Management Review, 14 (1), 20–39.
Bitner, Mary Jo (1990), “Evaluating Service Encounters: The Effects of Physical Surroundings
and Employee Responses,” Journal of Marketing, 54 (April), 69–82.
——— (1992), “Servicescapes: The Impact of Physical Surroundings on Customers and
Employees,” Journal of Marketing, 56 (2), 57–71.
———, Bernard H. Booms, and Mary Stanfield Tetreault (1990), “The Service Encounter:
Diagnosing Favorable and Unfavorable Incidents,” Journal of Marketing.
———, Bernard H Booms, and Lois A Mohr (1994), “Critical Service Encounters : The
Employee ’ s Viewpoint,” Journal of Marketing, 58 (October), 95–106.
Black, Hulda G and Scott W Kelley (2016), “A Storytelling Perspective On Online Customer
Reviews Reporting Service Failure And Recovery,” Journal of Travel & Tourism
Marketing, 8408 (June).
Bolton, Ruth and Shruti Saxena-Iyer (2009), “Interactive Services: A Framework, Synthesis and
Research Directions,” Journal of Interactive Marketing, 23 (1), 91–104.
Green, Melanie C and Timothy C Brock (2000), “The Role of Transportation in the
Persuasiveness of Public Narratives,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79 (5),
701–21.
Guevara, Karmen and Jacqueline Ord (1996), “The search for meaning in a changing work
context,” Futures, 28 (8), 709–22.
Kirmani, Amna, Rebecca W. Hamilton, Debora V. Thompson, and Shannon Lantzy (2017),
“Doing Well Versus Doing Good: The Differential Effect of Underdog Positioning on
Moral and Competent Service Providers,” Journal of Marketing, 81 (1), 103–17.
Lam, Son K, Florian Kraus, and Michael Ahearne (2010), “The Diffusion of Market Orientation
Throughout the Organization : A Social Learning Theory Perspective,” Journal of
Marketing, 74 (September), 61–79.
Masterson, Suzanne S, K. Lewis, B. M. Goldman, and M. Susan Taylor (2000), “Integrating
Justice and Social Exchange : The Differing Effects of Fair Procedures and Treatment on
Work Relationships,” The Academy of Management Journal, 43 (4), 738–48.
Netemeyer, Richard G, Carrie M Heilman, and James G Maxham (2012), “Identification With
the Retail Organization and Customer-Perceived Employee Similarity : Effects on Customer
Spending,” Journal of Applied Psychology, 97 (5), 1049–58.
Pratt, Michael G. and Blake E. Ashforth (2003), “Fostering meaningfulness in working and at
work,” Positive organizational scholarship: Foundations of a new discipline, (January
2003), 309–27.
Ryan, R. and E. Deci (2000), “Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic
motivation,” American Psychologist, 55 (1), 68–78.
Singh, Jagdip, Michael Brady, Todd Arnold, and Tom Brown (2017), “The Emergent Field of

7

Organizational Frontlines,” Journal of Service Research, 20 (1), 3–11.
Zablah, Alex R, George R Franke, Tom J Brown, and Darrell E Bartholomew (2012), “How and
When Does Customer Orientation Influence Frontline Employee Job Outcomes ? A MetaAnalytic Evaluation,” Jouranl of Marketing, 76 (May), 21–40.

8

Chapter 1 Hey Big Spender! : A Golden (Color) Atmospheric Effect on Tipping Behavior

9

This chapter is revised based on a paper published by Na Young Lee, Stephanie M. Noble
and Dipayan Biswas:
Lee, Na Young, Stephanie M. Noble, and Dipayan Biswas. "Hey big spender! A golden
(color) atmospheric effect on tipping behavior." Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science 46.2 (2018), 317-337.
My primary contributions to this paper include (i) development of research questions, (ii)
identification of the study areas and objectives, (iii) literature review (iv) design and conducting
experiments, (v) data analysis, (vi) writing the manuscript.

Abstract
This research examines how gold-related color in atmospherics might influence customer payment
(i.e., tipping) behavior at restaurants. A series of studies shows that the color gold (as opposed to
other colors) in atmospherics positively influences consumer tipping. First, a field study
demonstrates that consumers presented with a gold-colored (vs. black-colored) bill folder leave
larger tips (Study 1). Process evidence shows the underlying mechanism of this effect: a goldcolored bill folder increases tipping through restaurant and personal status perception (Study 2).
The authors further confirm this by ruling out novelty of color in this mechanism (Study 3) and
highlighting the effect of status on tipping through status priming (Study 4). Finally, Study 5
extends these findings to atmospherics beyond bill folders. The findings of this research have
implications for servicescape design and for retail atmospherics in general.
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1.1 Introduction
Marketers are extensively using colors to create corporate images, build brand personalities,
attract consumers, and shape their perceptions (Labrecque and Milne 2012; Madden et al. 2000).
Recent industry trends have shown an even greater interest in the use of color as a marketing tool
to influence consumer behavior. Apple is incorporating the color gold in their design narratives
for strategic purposes to associate their brand with luxury (Strange 2015), and GE provides a wide
range of color choices for refrigerators to resonate with consumers (Barry 2015). Hyatt has used
the color gold in their “Gold Passport” loyalty program to convey the notions of exclusive benefits
and higher status to customers who join the program (Henderson, Beck, and Palmatier 2011).
Across industries, a wide range of color options are available for mobile phones, laptops, and even
home appliances (Labrecque et al. 2013). In accordance with these industry trends, academic
research has recognized the role of color and has provided empirical support for the importance of
color in marketing, including the impact of color on branding (Labrecque and Milne 2012),
purchase intentions, and shopping behavior (Babin et al. 2003; Bellizzi and Hite 1992).
Despite these agreements on the importance of color as a marketing tool (Geboy 1996),
our understanding of color effects remains limited (Crowley 1993; Labrecque and Milne 2012).
Most color-related studies in marketing have investigated color effects utilizing an arousalevaluation framework, whereby they provide a limited perspective in understanding the complex
nature of the color phenomenon (Labrecque, Patrick, and Milne 2013). For example, an arousalevaluation framework posits that consumers respond to color in two ways: arousal or evaluation
(Crowley 1993). That is, consumers respond to red (vs. blue) by being more active or stimulated
(i.e., arousal) and respond to blue (vs. red) by showing pleasant or relaxed responses (i.e.,
evaluative) (Crowley 1993). This stream of literature has focused on the dichotomized color hue
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in the investigation of color effects: red/warm vs. blue/cold. Since color hues are dichotomized
based on wavelength, the meaning of color that is assessed by consumers (Madden, Hewett, and
Roth 2000) and colors that are hard to place on the spectrum of red/blue or warm/cold have gained
little attention in this stream of literature. To overcome this, some recent works have examined the
effects of color on brand personality utilizing an embodied-referential meaning framework
(Labrecque and Milne 2012; Zeltner 1975). More attention, however, is needed to understand the
ways that color influences consumers’ behavior when the color has associated meanings, that is,
consumers associate words or meaning to a particular color (Labrecque, Patrick, and Milne 2013)
(e.g., white might indicate cleanliness to some as in white bedding sheets ((Berry, Wall, and
Carbone 2006)). In addition to this, extant color research has examined the effects of color focusing
on consumer behavior in retailing, branding, or advertising settings (Babin et al. 2003; Bellizzi
and Hite 1992; Lohse and Rosen 2001). However, questions remain unanswered about how colors
might influence consumer tipping behavior, which is a pervasive activity in restaurant settings.
Our study extends prior literature by investigating how gold colored service props
influences consumers’ tipping. Service props are the objects in the service delivery that help to
create overall atmospherics in service settings (Fisk et al. 2008). To understand the ways gold
colored service props influence consumers, we employ a referential meaning of color framework.
Anecdotal evidence and research studies suggest that the color gold is associated with status
perception (Drèze and Nunes 2009). Building on a referential meaning of color framework, we
posit that consumers activate gold-status (color-meaning) associations when they encounter the
color gold. Thus, we incorporate consumers’ assessment of color meaning in our investigation.
The color gold is widely used in marketing practices (e.g., “The Hunger Games” gold-colored
special edition book cover), but has gained little attention in the marketing literature. By studying
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an understudied but important color, the present research enriches the color literature by
investigating the color-meaning associated with gold and its effects on tipping behavior.
Additionally, our study contributes to the service literature. Although their importance in the
creation of service atmospherics and service delivery is widely accepted (Berry et al. 2006; Fisk
et al. 2008), scant literature has provided empirical support for the strategic use of service props.
Moreover, the results of our study could provide significant managerial implications to the service
industry given the economic importance of tipping; consumers spend $27 billion every year on
tipping in US restaurants (Ofer H. Azar 2007).
A series of five studies show that gold-colored service props (vs. other-colored service
props) enhance consumers’ tipping amount through consumers’ status perceptions. The first two
studies (Studies 1–2) demonstrate positive effects of gold-colored service props on tipping and the
last three studies (Studies 3–5) examine the underlying mechanism of the gold effect. More
specifically, in Study 1, a field experiment conducted at a restaurant, we demonstrate that a gold
(vs. black) colored service prop, in the form of bill folder, leads to a higher tipping amount (in
terms of percentages). In Study 2, we replicate this effect of gold color in a more controlled lab
environment; moreover, we use a different service prop in Study 2 to enhance the generalizability
of the findings. Delving into the process of the gold effect, we unveil status perception as a
mediation mechanism in Study 3 and further confirm this by ruling out a potential explanatory
variable related to the novelty of the color in Study 4. In Study 5, we provide further evidence of
status as the underlying mechanism by examining the moderating effects of priming.
The remaining sections are organized as follows. We first review the literature on color,
atmospherics, and tipping. Building on the theoretical framework in the color literature, we link
these literature streams to propose our hypotheses. We then test our hypotheses with the help of
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five studies. Finally, we conclude by outlining the contributions and limitations, along with
highlighting suggestions for future research.

1.2 Theoretical Background
1.2.1 Color
A significant body of research in the marketing literature has examined the role of color in
the context of two key research questions: 1) “What color(s) influence consumers?” and 2) “What
effect(s) do colors have on consumers?”
A stream of literature has addressed the first question based on three color dimensions: hue,
chroma, and value (Crowley 1993; Gorn et al. 1997, 2004; Labrecque and Milne 2012). Hue refers
to the pigment of color such as blue, yellow, green, etc. (Gorn et al. 1997; Labrecque and Milne
2012). Chroma refers to the amount of pigment in color, with low chroma colors being dull and
high chroma colors being rich and deep (Gorn et al. 1997, 2004; Labrecque and Milne 2012).
Value is the degree of lightness of a color on a scale ranging from low (black) to high (white)
( Gorn et al. 1997). Among the three dimensions of color, hue has been the main focus of color
related studies, especially in the marketing literature.
Although consumers are exposed to a wide array of color hues in marketing contexts, most
researchers have studied dichotomized color hues such as warm versus cool (or red vs. blue) and
examined consumers’ reactions to them and wide range of studies have shown effects of color on
different aspects of consumer behavior. For example, consumers’ purchase intention were higher
for merchandise displayed on a blue-colored background (Babin, Hardesty, and Suter 2003) and
consumers rated a blue-colored shopping environment as more pleasant (Crowley 1993). Although
these studies provide meaningful insights in the marketing literature, other color hues, beyond
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effects of red and blue, need to be studied given the variety of color choices that are available to
consumers. Our study intends to make a contribution to the literature by exploring a less-studied
color hue, the color gold. Thus, for this study, we focus on hue only, without examining potential
effects of value and chroma.
In the investigation on the second question (i.e., “What effect(s) do colors have on
consumers?”), researchers have paid attention to the effects of color mostly focusing on the
contexts of retailing, advertising, or branding (Bellizzi and Hite 1992; Labrecque et al. 2013; Lohse
and Rosen 2001). For example, Babin et al. (2003) and Bellizzi and Hite (1992) investigated the
influence of interior color on purchase and shopping intention at retail settings. Gorn et al. (1997)
and Lohse and Rosen (2001) examined the effect of color on the consumers’ feelings and attitudes
toward the advertisement and the brand in an advertising context (Gorn et al. 1997; Lohse and
Rosen 2001). More recently, Labrecque and Milne (2012) investigated the relationships between
color and brand personality. Research in the psychology literature has noted that the effects of
color could be context dependent such that red clothing motivates approach behavior at a dinner
party, whereas red in a street sign motivates avoidance behavior (Elliot and Maier 2014).
The present study extends the extant color literature in two ways. First, we expand the color
hue spectrum in the marketing literature beyond red/blue or warm/cold to a different color (gold),
and second, we extend the study context of the color effects into tipping in a service setting, which
is a novel setting compared to what prior studies have examined. Table 1.1 illustrates these prior
findings in greater detail. In the next section, we build the theoretical foundation for our hypotheses.
1.2.2 Referential Meaning of Color
Earlier studies in the marketing literature have supported a two-dimensional framework,
the arousal-evaluation dimension, in explaining color effects (Crowley 1993; Labrecque and Milne
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2012). Recent studies have turned their attention to the embodied and referential meaning
frameworks (Labrecque and Milne 2012; Labrecque et al. 2013), focusing more on the effect of
associated

meanings

of a given color.

This

theory originated

in the aesthetics

philosophy literature where Zeltner (1975) originally conceptualized referential and embodied
meaning to explain how aesthetics-related stimuli influence people’s perceptions. Drawing from
this and bringing this theory into the marketing literature, Zhu and Meyers-Levy (2005) applied
the referential and embodied meaning of music to explain how music affects customers’
perceptions (i.e., how music conveys a meaningful message to customers). Labrecque and Milne
(2012) were the first to apply this theory to a color context, calling it the referential meaning of
color and using it as a conceptual framework in explaining the effect of color on brand personality.
The embodied part of the theory refers to the meaning intrinsic to stimuli that evokes
hedonic or valenced feelings (Labrecque and Milne 2012; Meyers-Levy and Zhu 2010). For
example, embodied meaning conveyed through red evokes arousal, and blue elicits feelings related
to happiness or excitement (Bagchi and Cheema 2013; Hemphill 1996). On the other hand,
referential meaning refers to meaning that is drawn from the network of associations (Labrecque
and Milne 2012). Color psychology literature supports the referential meaning of color framework
(Labrecque and Milne 2012) with the basic premise that color carries context-dependent meaning
activated by individuals when they encounter that color in specific situations (Elliot and Maier
2012 ). For instance, Elliot et al. (2007) suggest that repeated exposure to the pairings between
color and specific concepts produces associations, and activation of these associations in turn
influences individuals’ affect, cognition, and behavior.
Although a referential meaning framework is not a dominant conceptual framework in the
early color marketing literature, color associations have been studied as a topic in the color
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psychology literature (Elliot and Maier 2014; Whitfield and Wiltshire 1990) and some earlier
studies in the color marketing literature have investigated color-meaning associations. For example,
Madden et al. (2000) found that consumers’ color preference for certain logos or brands varied
across cultures because of dissimilarities in the meanings of the color activated by color-meaning
associations. In this study, we explore the effect of the color gold, which is associated with status
perception (discussed in greater details below); thus we apply the referential meaning of color as
our theoretical framework for our hypotheses. In the next section, we review works on colormeaning associations to identify the associated meaning of the gold color to develop the
hypotheses from a referential meaning perspective.
1.2.3 Color-Meaning Associations
Color possesses not only aesthetic value but also informative value that conveys a specific
meaning (Elliot et al. 2007). Repeated pairings of colors and particular concepts or messages create
a strong or implicit learned color association over time. As a result, even the mere perception of
color in a particular situation activates color associations (Elliot et al. 2007; Elliot and Maier 2014).
The color gold is often associated with status concepts. Status is defined as the individual’s
position or ranking in society and is associated with entitlement, prestige, exclusivity, admiration,
and respect from others (Anderson et al. 2015; Drèze and Nunes 2009). 1 Consistent with this
concept, it is customary to award golden trophies or gold medals for the first place in competitions,
as is done in the Olympics (Drèze and Nunes 2009). Words that begin with “golden” are considered
as the first or the best (e.g., golden age, golden voice). Consumers are likely to develop a goldstatus association through repeated pairings in marketing practices as well. For example, gold color

1

Power is conceptually different from status. Unlike status, which is determined by “the eyes of others”, power is
defined as the ability to influence others through the control over resources or through capacity to punish them
(Anderson et al. 2015; Emerson 1962; Fiske 1993; Magee and Galinsky 2008).
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is one of the most widely used color hues to convey the meaning of wealth and status in marketing
practices. Specific examples include gold labels being widely used in companies’ loyalty programs
to symbolize high status and exclusive benefits for their loyal customers (e.g., American Airlines’
gold membership card). These prevalent practices help reinforce perceptions related to color-status
associations. Research shows that customers in gold and silver tiers perceive themselves as toptier customers who hold a higher status than others, whereas those in blue and yellow tiers do not,
implying that the color gold conveys the notion of hierarchy and status (Drèze and Nunes 2009).
In sum, it can be posited that consumers associate the color gold with status.
Drawing from the referential meaning of color, we hypothesize that this gold-status
association will be activated when consumers encounter the color gold in a service landscape,
which will influence their subsequent behavior. Our study examines how gold-colored service
props influence customers’ tipping at a restaurant.
1.2.4 Atmospherics and Service Props
The influence of atmospheric elements (e.g., color, noise, music, and scent) on consumer
behavior has been well documented in the atmospheric literature (Bitner 1992; Singh 2006).
Madzharov et al. (2015) found that semantic associations of a warm (vs. cool) scent in retail
atmospherics influence customers’ spatial perceptions, which in turn increase power restoration
motivation and subsequently enhance the purchase of premium brands. More recently, Biswas et
al. (2016) examined the role of light in atmospherics and found that changing the ambient light
influences restaurant patrons’ alertness levels and ordering of healthy versus unhealthy foods.
These studies suggest that subtle cues in atmospherics have an impact on customers’ behaviors by
influencing their perceptions toward the environment and self. In a similar vein, the service
literature has recognized the importance of subtle atmospheric elements as they contribute to the
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creation of customer experiences and shape customers’ perceptions of the service providers (Berry,
Wall, and Carbone 2006; Bolton et al. 2014).
With a specific focus on subtle atmospheric elements in service settings, Fisk et al. (2008)
introduced the notion of service props. Using the analogy of props in the stage of a service
performance, they refer to the objects in a service delivery process as service props (e.g., restaurant
booth, airline seat, or hotel bedding) and propose that they can contribute to and create consumers’
perceptions of the overall service atmosphere and experience (Bolton et al. 2014; Fisk et al. 2008).
Thus, we posit that colors of service props can shape consumers’ perceptions of the service
experience. In sum, these literature streams support the notion that gold-status associations
activated by the color of service props should influence consumers’ perceptions of the service
atmosphere and experience. The perception about the service atmosphere and experience in turn
should influence tipping amounts.
1.2.5 Tipping
Tipping is a prevalent consumer behavior that allows customers to set the prices of a
portion of the service offerings (Lynn, Zinkhan, and Harris 1993). Although tipping is widely
accepted as a voluntary payment behavior that demonstrates consumers’ appreciation and gratitude
to service providers, surprisingly, prior research has documented that tipping amount has a weak
relationship with server’s efforts, a restaurant’s food, or even the service quality (Ofer H. Azar
2007; Kwortnik Jr., Lynn, and Ross Jr. 2009; Lynn and Grassman 1990; Lynn and Latane 1984;
Lynn, Zinkhan, and Harris 1993). Several empirical works have instead identified several drivers
of tipping behavior that are extraneous to the specific service or meal quality. For example, prior
research has documented the relationships between tipping amount and the weather conditions or
even specific characteristics of the servers (i.e, servers’ gender, body shape, hair color, amount of
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cosmetics, and customer touching behavior) (Guéguen 2012; Jacob et al. 2010; May 1980; Rind
and Bordia 1996; Stephen and Zweigenhaft 1986). Although color has not gained much attention
as a research topic in this literature stream, some recent works have tested colors as a manipulation
stimuli that improves servers’ physical attractiveness (e.g., lipstick, clothing, or hair color)
(Guéguen 2012; Guéguen and Jacob 2012, 2014; Lynn et al. 2016). Another stream of research on
the motivations of tipping have suggested that tipping is largely norm-driven behavior (Azar 2007b;
Lynn et al. 1993). For example, it has been found that customers leave a tip in order to adhere to
social norms and to avoid feeling guilty for not leaving one (Lynn and McCall 2000; Lynn 1997;
Lynn et al. 1993).
In relation to the social norm perspectives, different tipping customs across countries
suggest that tipping is used, in part, as a tool for status display for consumers (Azar 2007b; Lynn
1997). For instance, tipping was found to be more prevalent in countries where achievement or
power is highly valued (Lynn et al. 1993). Consistent with this, historical accounts suggest that
tipping could be related to the individual’s motivation toward status. Historically, tipping has been
used as a tool to display an individual’s status, as the custom of tipping allows wealthy consumers
to demonstrate their socioeconomic status to themselves, their guests, or their servers (Lynn 1997;
Shamir 1984). While there are differing views as to whether tipping started in 16th century Europe
or whether it was prevalent in the Roman era, nevertheless, scholars agree that tipping originated
as a socioeconomic status feature (Azar 2004), whereby economically higher status (i.e., wealthy)
individuals gave tips to those who are at an economically lower level. In essence, tipping amount
is, therefore, likely to be influenced by the tipper’s desire for status and status display (Azar 2007b;
Conlin et al. 2003; Lynn 1997; Lynn and Grassman 1990; Lynn and Sturman 2003; Lynn et al.
1993).
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The idea that the tipping is, in part, driven by a desire for status display (Lynn 1997; Shamir
1984) suggests that customers are likely to leave a generous tip when their status perception
becomes salient. Applying this to a referential meaning perspective, it can be hypothesized that
gold-colored service props will activate customers’ gold-status associations, which would in turn
make consumers’ status perceptions salient. This will lead customers to leave a larger tip since
they are likely to display their status perception activated by the gold-colored service props through
tipping. More formally,
H1: Consumers presented with a gold-colored service prop will give a higher tip percentage
than consumers presented with a non-gold-colored (e.g., black or white) service prop.
In her seminal piece on servicescape, Bitner (1992) suggests that atmospherics usually affect
individuals’ perceptions of the environment itself first, which would in turn generate individuals’
internal responses and subsequent behaviors. Multiple studies have provided support for this
conceptual framework by showing that atmospherics influence customers’ perception of the
service provider. For example, research showed that customers attribute service failure to the
service organizations more frequently when they see that service environments are disorganized
(vs. well-organized) (Bitner 1990). In a similar vein, it is also proposed that atmospherics in the
servicescape can be an extrinsic cue for customers to infer the quality of the service and service
provider (Bitner 1992; Zeithaml 1988). Customers infer restaurant service quality from the facility
aesthetics including interior design and décor (Heung and Gu 2012). Along the same line, it has
been suggested that service props will influence customers’ perceptions toward the service
providing organization since they create the overall atmosphere (Berry et al. 2006; Fisk et al.
2008). These perceptions of the environment itself could influence self-perception in service
contexts such as restaurant settings, because being in a restaurant and consuming the services of
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that restaurant could be regarded as possession of the restaurant services, whereby they become
part of extended self just as possessed objects do (Belk 1988).
Building on this relationship among service props, overall perceptions of atmospherics,
and its influence on self-perception, we propose that the effect of gold-colored service props
influences perceptions toward the restaurant itself, which would in turn affect individuals’ selfperception that will generate subsequent behavior. Applying this into a referential meaning of color
framework (Labrecque and Milne 2012), we propose a serial mediation mechanism of the effect
of gold, such that encountering gold-colored service props will activate status perceptions of the
restaurant, which in turn elevates individuals’ self-status perception that subsequently increases
tipping. Formally stated:
H2: The effect of a gold-colored service prop on tipping amount will be serially mediated
by status perception such that: a gold colored (vs. non-gold colored) service prop →
increased restaurant status perceptions → increased self-status perceptions → tip amount
(%).
Across five studies, we test our hypotheses using a bill folder (Studies 1, 3, 4, and 5) and
tablecloth (Study 2) to manipulate the color of service props. We use these service props for
manipulation instruments for two main reasons: first, both of them are managerially relevant since
they are relatively easy and inexpensive to change on short notice (as compared to the color of
interior décor), and second, bill folders and tablecloths are the service props that customers should
encounter with a high physical proximity in a dining situation and thus their colors are easily
exposed to customers and can also be more salient.
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1.3 Method and Results
1.3.1 Study 1 The Effect of Color Gold on Tipping
Design, participants, and procedure. Study 1, a field experiment, tested H1 that
encountering a gold colored service prop (a bill folder in this study) increases tipping. We tested
gold colored bill folders against black colored folders as black ones are commonly used in
restaurants. We conducted a two-week field experiment at an independently owned (i.e., non-chain)
restaurant, during lunch hours. During these two weeks, a total of 252 customers had lunch at the
restaurant and these customers’ payment amounts were recorded. Across all studies, anyone
tipping above and below three standard deviations of the mean were removed, consistent with the
approach of prior studies (Mandel and Johnson 2002; Rucker, Dubois, and Galinsky 2011). In
Study 1, this resulted in 17 participants being removed, yielding 235 participants for analysis. Two
participants were excluded in Study 2 based on the same criteria. In Study 3, 4, and 5 tipping did
not fall outside this range and hence no respondents were removed from those studies based on
this criterion.
During the field experiment’s first week (Monday through Saturday), only gold bill folders
were presented to 119 customers. In the second week, only black bill folders were presented, this
time to 116 customers. This method ensured that the day of the week was not a factor in the tipping
results. It should also be noted that no special events or holidays occurred during these two weeks.
To rule out the possibility of design differences, such as size and texture of the bill folder, we made
certain that both folders were identical except for their color (see Figure 1.1). We collected the
data on the merchant copy of each customer’s receipt, including the price of the meal, the dollar
amount of the tip, the payment method (credit card or cash) and the name of the server 2. The

2

Since individual’s identifiable information could not be collected, returning customers were not captured. When
customers left a tip by cash, wait staff took a note on the amount of cash in the merchant copy of the receipt.
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restaurant did not suggest pre-calculated tips on the receipts nor did they add any automatic tip to
the check for parties above a certain size.
Results. To test H1, we conducted our data analysis using ANCOVA; the tip percentage
(tip amount divided by meal price that includes tax) was the dependent measure and the color of
the bill folder (gold vs. black) was the independent variable. Based on the tipping literature, we
included several factors as covariates that might influence tipping: server, payment method, and
day of the week (Lynn, Zinkhan, and Harris 1993). Consistent with H1, the results of the
ANCOVA revealed a main effect of the bill folder color. Specifically, customers presented with
the gold colored bill folder left higher tip amounts than those presented with the black bill folder
(Mgold =21.5% vs. Mblack = 18.9%; F(1, 226) = 4.76, p < .05). Additionally, we explored whether
there were any interactions between color and payment mechanism (cash vs. credit card), server,
server gender, and day of the week on tipping behaviors. No significant interactions were found
(all p-values > .20).
In sum, the first study, a field experiment, revealed that encountering a gold colored service
prop increased consumers’ tipping amount. Although this study provided support for the existence
of our hypothesized gold effect, it has limitations in terms of the limited controls and measures of
extraneous variables (e.g., individual customers’ mood or involvement in tipping) that might
influence tipping amount and concerns. We address these concerns in Study 2.
1.3.2 Study 2 Robustness of the Gold Effect
Study 1 showed that customers who encounter the gold colored (vs. black colored) bill
folders leave larger tips. Although this gold effect supports H1, it is limited to one service prop, a
bill folder. Moreover, one might have concerns about double money-priming effects. That is, the
gold colored bill folder might prime money thoughts twice because a bill folder may be associated
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with a payment check and the color gold also can be associated with money. Thus, a gold-colored
bill folder might heighten the accessibility of the idea of money twice (Vohs 2006). This double
money-priming can potentially influence our results, since even a subtle reminder of money can
change subsequent consumer behavior (Vohs 2006; Vohs, Mead, and Goode 2008). Study 2
attempted to address this concern by investigating a different service prop – specifically,
tablecloths. Therefore, the purpose of Study 2 is twofold: 1) to extend the gold color effect beyond
the bill folder context by examining the effects of gold color in tablecloths, and 2) to rule out
alternative explanations related to double money-primes since tablecloths are not related to
money/tipping like bill folders.
Design, Participants, and Procedure. Study 2 had two manipulated conditions (gold vs.
white) colored tablecloths. White was used as the control/comparison color since white tablecloths
are commonly used in fine dining restaurants (Allen 2009) and is also considered a neutral color
(Kay and Regier 2003). To enhance ecological validity and realism, we designed the lab
experiment so that the participants could actually experience the atmospheric element of the
tablecloth. The settings for the experiments were labs with identical tables and lighting, with no
windows, and all other atmospheric elements constant between the rooms. We set up tables similar
to the settings at actual restaurants. Tabletops included tablecloths (gold vs. white), plates, cutlery,
salt and pepper shakers, and glasses. To avoid potential confounds related to presence of other
colors, we used non-colored, transparent tableware (See Figure 1.2 for tabletops).
Sixty-nine undergraduate students who enrolled in marketing courses (average age = 21.1
years old, 42% male) at a major US university were randomly assigned to the two manipulated
conditions (tablecloth color: gold vs. white). In order to eliminate the potential influence of
presence of others on tipping, only one participant at a time was assigned to each room. We told
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participants that we were running a survey on a restaurant. Upon entering the lab, the participant
was seated and received brief instructions asking them to describe the atmosphere of the room and
the tabletop so that the respondents had time to look around the room before completing the survey.
Subsequently, a scenario was presented to the participant. In both conditions, participants read the
following scenario: “You’ve just been seated in this restaurant. Imagine that you are dining in this
restaurant. After having your meal, you are presented with a check in a bill folder. You open the
bill folder and find the receipt like the one below. Your meal cost $15.72. Please indicate your tip
for the server and sign the receipt just like you would in an actual restaurant situation.” A mock
check that includes a line to record a tip was presented to them without a bill folder at the end of
the scenario. The bill folder was not presented in this study to avoid potential effects of bill folder
color. The meal price was $15.72, which is higher than the average meal price in Study 1 (i.e., $11)
to test tipping percentage at a different price level.
Results. Participants were randomly assigned to the gold (n = 35) or white tablecloth (n =
34) conditions. Based on extant tipping literature that has identified customers’ demographic
factors (such as gender and age) as factors that influence tipping (Conlin et al. 2003; Lynn et al.
1993), we controlled participants’ age and gender. To avoid any potential idiosyncrasies due to the
meal time (Madzharov, Block, and Morrin 2015), we included time of day as an additional
covariate.
Data were analyzed using ANCOVA to compare the tipping percentage in gold versus
white conditions. Consistent with the gold effect found in Study 1, tipping in the “gold” condition
was significantly higher than tipping in the “white” condition (Mgold= 22.94% vs. Mwhite =
20.33%; F(1, 65) = 4.85, p < .05). The tipping difference between gold versus white tablecloth
conditions suggests that the color gold effect extends to a different service prop context beyond
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the bill folder. This enhances the generalizability of our findings to a broader service landscape.
Also, our findings rule out the potential alternative explanation related to double money-priming.
1.3.3 Study 3 Status As a Mediation Mechanism
The consistent results of Studies 1 and 2 provide firm evidence that encountering the color
gold increases tipping. Study 3 investigates the mediation mechanism underlying this gold effect
and specifically status perceptions through the referential meaning of gold color. Specifically,
Study 3 was designed to test H2, which proposes serial mediation in the following form: color of
service prop → perceived restaurant status → perceived personal status → tipping (%).
Additionally, we rule out possible alternative mediators, such as mood and involvement.
Design, participants, and procedure. Study 3 was conducted in a lab at a major US
university. Eighty-eight undergraduates enrolled in marketing courses participated in this study
(average age = 21.8 years old, 55.7% male). The study had two manipulated conditions (color of
bill folder: gold vs. black). Participants were randomly assigned to the gold bill folder (n = 45) or
the black bill folder (n = 43) condition and the study was run across several sessions. There were
up to 10 participants in each session. Each participant was given a packet that included instructions,
the picture of the restaurant, a bill folder with a mock receipt inside (see Figure 1.3), and a
questionnaire. They are guided to follow the given instructions and answer the questions.
Participants were first provided the following scenario: you are dining during lunch hours in the
pictured restaurant [same picture shown across conditions]. The same bill folders as in Study 1
were used (See Figure 1.1). At the end of the scenario, they were instructed to open the bill folder,
take out the receipt from the folder, indicate a tip amount, and sign the receipt, just as they would
at an actual restaurant. The receipt indicated the total cost for the meal was $11 (the average meal
price in Study1). Next, participants were asked to evaluate the restaurant’s status with the help of
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two items (“this restaurant is special”, and “this restaurant has a high degree of status”; α =.70)
and personal status (“I feel special in this restaurant”, “I have attained a high degree of status in
this restaurant”, “I have more status in this restaurant relative to other customers”; α = .63). They
were also asked to rate their mood (feeling good, pleasant, happy, positive; α = .94) and
involvement in tipping (“tipping is important”, “a concern to me”, “relevant”, “matters to me”; α
=.92). All items were anchored on 7-point scales (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree). We
measured perceptions of restaurant and personal status by adapting scales developed by Drèze and
Nunes (2009). To rule out possible alternative explanations, mood and involvement were measured
using existing scales (Allen and Janiszewski 1989; Bower and Landreth 2001). Table 1.4 provides
details pertaining to each of the scales and measures used in Study 4. See Table 1.5 for the
composite reliability, AVEs, and CFA factor loadings. Table 1.6 shows the correlations of the
variables used in Study 4. Similar to the approach employed in Study 2 and also based on prior
research (Conlin et al., 2003; Lynn et al., 1993), age and gender were used as covariates.
Results. We ran an ANCOVA on the tip percentage (DV) with the bill folder color as the
independent variable while controlling for age and gender. The tip percentage was calculated by
tip amount divided by meal price ($11). Consistent with the results of Studies 1 and 2, an
ANCOVA revealed a significant main effect for the color of the service prop (F(1,84) = 6.42, p
<.05). Participants in the gold bill folder condition left a larger tip (M = 26.52%, SD = 8.83) than
participants in the black condition (M = 22.40%, SD = 5.94). These results validate H1. To test the
underlying mechanism outlined in H2 (color of service prop → perceived restaurant status →
perceived personal status → tip), we performed a serial mediation test, using a bias-corrected
bootstrap procedure (Hayes’ Model 6; as recommended in Hayes [2013]; n=1,000) with color as
the independent variable, perceived restaurant status and perceived personal status as mediators
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(in that sequence), and tipping percentage (tip amount divided by meal price, $11) as the dependent
variable. We used age and gender as covariate. Consistent with H2, bootstrap results provided
statistical evidence of serial mediation effects. The confidence interval for the indirect path (color
of service prop → perceived restaurant status → perceived personal status → tip) did not include
zero (95% CI = .03, 1.50), indicating support for H23. Specifically, the analysis revealed that a
gold color (vs. black) service prop predicted perceived restaurant status with marginal significance
(a1 =.40, p < .1), consequently perceived restaurant status predicted personal status (d21=.45, p
< .001), which in turn predicted tipping percentage (b2 = 2.03, p < .05). Thus, as it was
hypothesized from the referential meaning perspectives, the gold color exerted its influence on
consumers’ tipping behavior through its referential meaning, status perception as it is shown in
individual mediation path: color of service prop→ perceived restaurant status and perceived
personal status → tipping. See Table 1.2 and Figure 1.4 for the results. These results provide
process evidence of the indirect effect of the color gold on tipping 4.
To rule out mood and involvement as possible underlying processes, we examined whether
color (IV) affected mood (DV1) or involvement (DV2) and found non-significant results (Mood:
F(1,86) = 2.91, ns; Involvement: F(1,85)=.23, ns). Next, we ran simple mediation tests to see if
mood or involvement mediates the effect of color on tipping. The results showed no significant
indirect effects for either variable (color → involvement → tipping, 95% CI [-.22, .80]; color →

3

These results are a combination of two data collections that were collapsed. In the first round of data collection, 76
participants were randomly assigned to the black bill folder (n=39) or the gold bill folder (n=37) condition. Tipping
in the gold condition (M=26.24%, SD=8.78) was significantly larger than in the black condition (M=22.60%,
SD=5.63) at F(1,72)=4.16, p<.05. Serial mediation tests showed a significant indirect path at the 90% CI
[.0040, .1488] but failed to establish significance at the 95% CI. Acknowledging the significance of the indirect path
at the 90% CI from the data set we first collected, we conducted another round of data collection and then collapsed
the two data sets into one to ensure that the lack of power would not be a concern for this study. The two rounds of
data collection followed the exact same procedures; the recruitment, manipulation, and lab environment were the
same.
4 We tested for a simple mediation effect of status (either restaurant status or my status alone as a mediation
mechanism), however, as predicted only a serial mediation chain was established.
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mood → tipping, 95% CI [-.10, 1.29]). Finally, we assessed our serial mediation model while
controlling for each variable. For involvement, the results of our serial mediation model were the
same, showing significance at a 95% CI [.01, 1.42]. When mood was used as a covariate, the serial
mediation model was marginally significant at 90% CI [.01 and .81]. Based on these results, we
ruled out mood or involvement as possible mediators.
In sum, the results of Study 3 support H1 and H2. Next, Study 4 examines the possible role
of novelty of gold colored folders.
1.3.4 Study 4 Examining the Role of Novelty
It could be argued that novelty of the color gold might drive our previous findings because
gold colored service props are more novel than other colors used in Studies 1-3 (e.g., black and
white). If the novelty of the color leads to a perception of status, which in turn increased tipping,
one could hypothesize that any novel color would lead to increased tipping. Study 4 was designed
to rule out this potential alternative process by testing the process of tipping when customers
encountered a bill folder in which the color is perceived as equally novel as the gold colored bill
folder. While Study 1 was a field study, Studies 2 and 3 were conducted with student participants;
Study 4 enhances the robustness of our findings by using a more diverse consumer base (MTurk
panel).
Pretest. First, we conducted a within-subject pretest to determine the stimuli for Study 4:
a bill folder color that is perceived as equally novel as the gold colored bill folder. Fifty participants
were recruited through an online (MTurk) panel (median age = 40-45 years old, 52% male) in
exchange for monetary compensation ($1). Respondents completed a computer-based survey.
They were told that they were dining at a restaurant. They were then told that they were presented
with a check in a bill folder described as gold, blue, green, red, orange, white, or black.
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Respondents were asked to complete a survey about the novelty of each bill folder (the bill folder
is new, unusual, novel, atypical; α = .94). We measured novelty by adapting scales developed by
Cox and Cox (2002). Pretest results showed that the orange-colored bill folder was perceived to
be as novel as the gold folder (Mgold = 5.33 vs. Morange = 5.45; t (49) = -.998, p = .32). As
expected, the black bill folder was perceived as being the least novel color (Mblack =2.23, SD =
1.23). Based on these pretest findings, we chose an orange bill folder color as a condition to be
tested against the gold-colored bill folder condition.
Design, participants, and procedure. In the main study, ninety-five participants recruited
through an online (MTurk) panel (median age = 26-30; male 58%) participated in exchange for
monetary compensation ($1). Participants were presented with the scenario featuring a restaurant
photo (same photo from Study 3; see Figure 1.3). The meal price was $15.72 (same as Study 2).
Except for color (gold vs. orange), the bill folder image was the same as the one used in previous
studies (see Figure 1.1). In the scenario, participants were given a hypothetical scenario of dining
in a restaurant. A bill folder and receipt were displayed on the screen. Then, they were asked to
indicate a tip amount. Next, participants were asked to evaluate the restaurant’s status (“this
restaurant is special”, “this restaurant has a high degree of status”, “this restaurant has more status
relative to other restaurants”, “this restaurant seems upscale”; α = .91) 5, personal status (“I feel
special in this restaurant”, “I have attained a high degree of status in this restaurant”, “I have more
status in this restaurant relative to other customers”; α = .77), and novelty of the bill folder (same
items as used in pretest; α = .84). All items were anchored on 7-point scales (1=strongly disagree,
7=strongly agree). See Table 1.4 for details regarding the scales and measures. As in Studies 2 and

5

We added two items to restaurant status perception from Study 3 to make it a multi-item scale.
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3, we used participants’ age and gender as covariates (Conlin et al. 2003; Lynn et al. 1993).
Results. At the end of the experiment, participants were asked to indicate the color of the
bill folder they saw at the beginning of the survey. Three participants who did not answer this
question correctly were excluded from our analysis. As demonstrated in the pretest, the orange and
gold bill folders were perceived as equally novel in the main study (Morange = 4.82 vs. Mgold =
4.58; F(1,93) = .91, p = .34). Additionally, to rule out attractiveness of the bill folder as an alternate
mechanism, we also administered a 2-item scale about the attractiveness of the bill folders adapted
from Biswas et al. (2014) (the bill folder looks very good in terms of visual appearance; the bill
folder is very attractive; r = .87). The results showed no significant differences between the orange
and gold bill folder (Morange = 5.16 vs. Mgold = 5.51; F(1,93) = 2.46, p > .10).
As in Studies 2 and 3, we ran an ANCOVA on the tipping amount (DV) with the service
prop color (orange vs. gold) as the independent variable with age and gender as covariates. We
found tipping in the gold condition was marginally higher than in the orange condition (Mgold =
22.04% vs. Morange = 19.80%; F (1, 91) = 3.37, p < .10). If tipping is a function of the novelty of
the bill folder color, the orange bill folders should have yielded similar tipping behaviors as the
gold folders since orange is perceived to be as novel as gold; however, the orange folders did not
yield similar tipping behaviors.
Our primary interest rested in demonstrating that the gold condition (in comparison to the
orange condition) was a function of status and not novelty alone. As we did in Study 3, we tested
whether the gold effect (vs. orange) affects tipping (%) through restaurant status perception and
personal status. We performed a serial mediation test using a bias-corrected bootstrap procedure
(Hayes’s Model 6; as recommended in Hayes [2013]) with color of service prop as the independent
variable, perceived restaurant status and perceived personal status as mediators (in that sequence),
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and tipping percentage (tip amount divided by meal price, $15.72) as the dependent variable. The
confidence interval for the indirect path (color of service prop → perceived restaurant status →
perceived personal status → tip) did not include zero (95% CI = .20, 2.03; n=1,000), which
suggests significant indirect effect (Zhao, Lynch Jr., and Chen 2010). Specifically, the analysis
revealed that the gold (vs. orange) colored service prop increased perceived restaurant status (a1
=.80, p < .001); consequently, perceived restaurant status increased personal status (d21=.58, p
< .001), which in turn increased tipping percentage (b2 = 1.64, p < .01). Thus, participants who
encountered a gold (vs. orange) service prop perceived that they are in a restaurant of higher status,
which would in turn increased their own perceived status and ultimately, led to higher tipping
amounts. See Table 1.3 and Figure 1.5 for the results. These results further support our hypothesis
that gold effects are driven by status perception and not driven by novelty. In addition to this, as
predicted, gold exerted its influence through its referential meaning related to status perception.
That is, consumers responded to the gold color through restaurant status perception and their
tipping behavior was influenced by personal status perception that was induced by the color gold.
Even though there were no significant differences between the attractiveness of the orange
and gold bill folder conditions, we re-ran the mediation results controlling for attractiveness given
the directionality of the means in favor of the gold condition. The results were the same, even
when controlling for attractiveness. In short, the gold bill folder led customers to elevate their
restaurant status perceptions, which in turn led to increased personal status perceptions and
ultimately increased tipping.
Overall, the results of Study 4 were consistent with the mediation mechanism established
in Study 3. Significant indirect effects of the gold (vs. orange) bill folder on tipping further supports
that status is an underlying mechanism of the gold effect and not a function of novelty or
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attractiveness of the bill folder. We provide more conclusive evidence of status perception as a
mediation mechanism of the gold effect in Study 5.
1.3.5 Study 5 Inducing Status and Its Effects on Tipping
We proposed gold-color induced perceived status as a key underlying factor in influencing
the effects of service prop color on tipping amount. If this indeed is the underlying factor, then the
same effects should be obtained when status is induced (e.g., through priming) in the case of nongold colored service props. Thus, we predict that:
H3: In the absence of any priming, consumers presented with a gold service prop will give
a higher percentage tip than consumers presented with a non-gold service prop and this effect
will get attenuated when status is primed.
Design, participants, and procedure. Eighty-five undergraduates enrolled in marketing
classes (average age: 21.5; 51% male) at a major US university participated in a 2 (service prop
color: gold vs. black) X 2 (status: non-primed vs. primed) between-subjects design experiment.
Bill folders were again used as the service prop in this study. As in Studies 2, 3, and 4, participants’
age and gender were used as covariates in the data analysis.
The status prime was adapted from prior research (Drèze and Nunes 2009, Dubois et al.
2012). Specifically, in the status-primed condition, at the beginning of the survey, participants
were asked to write a short essay about a situation in which they held status (what happened and
how they felt). In the non-primed condition, there was no such essay. Next, participants were
presented with the same scenario used in Studies 3 and 4 (see Figure 1.3), featuring the same
restaurant photo. As in Studies 3 and 4, they were told to imagine that they were dining in the
pictured restaurant and presented with a gold or black bill folder. Then, they were instructed to
open the bill folder and indicate the tip they wanted to leave. The meal price was $15.72, same as
in Study 4.
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Results. The same attractiveness items measured in Study 4 were used in Study 5 to again
rule out attractiveness as an alternative mechanism. The results showed no differences between
the black and gold bill folders on attractiveness (Mblack = 5.07 vs. Mgold = 5.33 ; F(1,83) = .844,
p =.36). There was a significant color by status interaction (F(1, 79) = 3.99, p < 0.05 ). Consistent
with H1 and the findings of our previous studies, in the non-primed condition, tipping in the gold
(vs. black) condition was significantly higher (Mgold = 21.92% vs. Mblack = 17.66% ; F(1, 43) =
13.14, p = .001). Also, as predicted (in H3), this effect was attenuated when status was primed
(Mgold = 21.66% vs. Mblack = 20.44%; F(1, 34) =.08, p = .78) (see Figure 1.6). There was also a
significant priming effect in the black condition. Tipping in the primed black bill folder condition
was marginally higher than in the non-primed black bill folder condition (Mprimed black = 20.44%
vs. Mnon-pimed black = 17.66% ; F(1, 35) = 3.70, p < .10). There were no effects of priming for
the gold colored folder conditions (Mprimed gold = 21.66% vs. Mnon-pimed gold = 21.92% ; F(1,
42) = 1.08, p = .30).
Taken together, these results show that tipping in the black condition increased with status
priming, while tipping in the gold condition stayed the same irrespective of priming because gold
is a status-laden color. The results of the gold, primed condition might indicate ceiling effects for
a golden atmospheric effect since gold + status priming did not yield significantly higher tipping
percentages than the black + status priming condition (i.e., left 2 bars in Figure 1.6 are not
significantly different).
In short, tipping increased with status priming. This priming effect was evident in the nonstatus-related color, black. The tipping difference between the black and gold conditions was
attenuated when status priming was induced. These findings provide further evidence for our
theorizing related to status inducements of gold color and its effects on tipping amount.
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1.4 General Discussion
The results of our research enhance our understanding of how the color of service props
influences consumers’ tipping behavior. Consistent with the referential meaning of color, we found
that activation of the gold (color)-status (meaning) association enhanced subsequent consumers’
status perception and increased tipping behavior. Study 1, a field experiment, showed that
restaurant customers who encounter a gold-colored (vs. black-colored) service prop (i.e., bill folder)
left larger tips. Study 2 enhanced the robustness of our findings in Study 1 by generalizing the
effects of gold color using a different service prop – tablecloth. We delved into the underlying
process in Studies 3-5. Study 3 revealed that customers increased their tip amount (%) through
enhancement of restaurant and personal status perception (in that sequence) when they
encountered a gold (vs. black) colored service prop. In Study 4, we provided further process
evidence by ruling out novelty as a potential alternative mechanism that drives this effect of the
color gold. In Study 5, we provided direct process evidence by showing that status-priming
attenuates the effects observed in our earlier studies.
1.4.1 Theoretical Contribution
Our research makes theoretical contributions to several literature streams in marketing.
Most importantly, our findings enrich the color literature by identifying the ways that the color
gold influences consumers’ tipping. Unlike most previous color research that utilize an arousalevaluation framework to identify a process mechanism, we employed a referential meaning
framework and revealed a color-meaning association (i.e., status perception) as our key underlying
process through which the color gold influences tipping. The results of our studies consistently
show that the color gold positively influences tipping behavior through status perception. These
results somewhat contradict previous research findings. Prior color research examined color based
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on wavelength, brightness or saturation which can be measured by a scale in a computerized
program (Labrecque and Milne 2012) without considering what color means to the consumers.
They revealed consistent patterns showing that warm colors (e.g., red or yellow) produce less
favorable consumer outcomes than cool colors (e.g., blue) do. By contrast, our results
demonstrated the positive effects of gold color, which is likely to be considered as a relatively
warmer color based on the wavelength of the color hue. By considering what color means to
consumers, we can explain why the color gold generates positive consumer outcomes. Also, our
focus on the gold color is novel since prior research predominantly focused on the effects of red
and blue colors. Future research needs to pay more attention to the colors and their learned colormeaning associations instead of limiting focus to color typology based on primary/secondary or
warm/cold dimensions.
Our study also contributes to the service atmospherics literature. The present study
investigated the effects of color on tipping behavior using service props. Although the smaller
details in service settings, such as artifacts, color, and ambient condition, have been recognized as
important elements that affect customers’ behavior and attitude toward the service-providing
organization (Berry, Wall, and Carbone 2006; Bitner 1992; Bolton et al. 2014), scant literature has
provided empirical support for this. We find that the color of service props (e.g., bill folders and
tablecloths) influences restaurant status perceptions, which eventually increases consumers’
tipping. Thus, our study results provide empirical support for the importance of service props as
a marketing tool that can enhance consumer spending and shape positive perception toward a
service providing organization.
Third, we contribute to the tipping literature by identifying a new predictor of tipping,
which is the status perception induced by color. Extant tipping literature has identified the
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predictors of tipping from the service encounter perspective (server gender, server looks, server
behavior, or service quality) (Hubbard et al. 2003; Lynn and McCall 2000; May 1980; Rind and
Bordia 1996; Stephen and Zweigenhaft 1986) or in relation to the factors that affect individual
customers’ emotional states (mood or weather conditions) (Cunningham 1979; Rind and Bordia
1996; Seiter 2007). Although some studies propose that tipping can be related with individuals’
motivation toward a status display (Lynn 1997; Shamir 1984), no study has tested the status
perception induced by color as a construct that relates to tipping. To the best of our knowledge,
our study is the first to test status perception induced by color as an underlying mechanism that
positively affects tipping.
1.4.2 Managerial Implications
This research also has several important managerial implications. Our findings could
provide insight for marketing managers in service industries where tipping is an important source
of revenue. For example, managers might be able to increase tipping revenue by incorporating
factors that trigger status perception in the design of service environments. More specifically,
restaurant managers might use marks of social status in their restaurant menu designs, such as
symbols or pictures that signify status. The results of our study suggest that use of the color gold
could increase tipping rates by significant levels. In the restaurant where we conducted our study,
$11 was the average meal price on the menu. Increasing tips by two percentage points (as was
observed in many of our studies) would result in $1,164 additional earnings per year in that
restaurant. Extrapolating that tip revenue increase to the whole restaurant industry adds up to a
very high increment in total amount of tips. To put things in perspective, if the average tip currently
is at 15% (Ofer H. Azar 2007; May 1980), a 2% increase translates to more than a 10% increment
in the level of change. According to Azar (2007b), estimated tips in US restaurants are about $27
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billion each year – a 10% increase of this amount translates to $2.7 billion in additional tipping
funds. Moreover, given the general downward trend in the tipping rate and the fact that most wait
staff rely on tipping for a living wage, and especially given the $2.13 federal minimum wage for
tipped wait staff (Sheridan 2014), the findings of our research have important implications for the
economy and overall well-being of restaurant employees. In other words, given the fact that most
restaurant employees mostly earn from tips, this can potentially lead to significant changes in the
earnings potential of a high number of people.
Beyond restaurants, at a more general level, our findings could provide insights on service
design to marketing managers. For example, the use of the status symbols when providing service
in a hotel or casino might increase consumer spending on the service beyond tips. Companies
should examine ways to increase status perceptions through salutations (e.g., hello Mr./Mrs./Dr.),
packaging (Ampuero and Vila 2006), brand prominence (Han et al. 2010), and signage, just to
name a few examples. However, as suggested by Study 5, there might be ceiling effects on tipping
and voluntary payment with increased status primes and perceptions.
Our findings inform marketing managers that color can make seemingly meaningless
objects nuanced (Rawsthorn 2010) and influence customers’ perception and behavior, such that
managers need to choose color of small details such as service props with marketing strategy in
mind. Marketing managers and even designers tend to regard color simply as a part of decorations,
particularly when it is not incorporated with the brand (Rawsthorn 2010). In contrast with this, our
findings suggest that color can imbue meanings that influence customers’ spending and likely their
repeat patronage. For example, crisp white beddings in the Westin hotel chain would convey to
customers that the beds were clean and contributed a distinctive experience at the hotel (Berry,
Wall, and Carbone 2006). This positive experience from the referential meaning of white in hotels
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(i.e., cleanliness) influenced consumers to buy the bedding for their home, as well as turned Westin
guests into repeat customers (Schoenberger 2004).
Finally, our findings carry important implications for businesses that employ an open
pricing system, where consumers decide the price. Our findings on the driver of tipping could be
applied to open pricing systems in general, including auctions and pay-what-you-want pricing
systems. Pay-what-you-want (PWYW) pricing strategies are seen in online bidding (e.g., eBay),
taxis (e.g., Cocoa Beach Taxi, Inc.), and game sellers (e.g., IndieGameStand). Even Panera Bread
has tried (albeit failed) at this pricing strategy with a PWYW pricing scheme for their chili (Kim
2013). Our results suggest that marketing managers need to trigger status perception in open
pricing like PWYW to increase payment amounts, and a “golden” atmospheric effect is one way.
1.4.3 Limitations and Future Research Directions
Our research mainly focused on the effects of the status-laden color gold on tipping and its
underlying mechanism; however, there could be several relevant moderators that require followup examinations. Individual’s income level or disposable income might moderate the gold effects
given their potential influence on spending in general. Individual differences, such as the desire
for status or need for uniqueness, might moderate the gold effect observed in this study. For
example, the gold effect might be magnified for individuals who are concerned about their social
status or have a strong desire for status. Although prior literature supports the notion that gold is
widely used as a symbol of status (Drèze and Nunes 2009), some individuals might have stronger
associations between gold and status, and others may have weaker perceived associations. Future
work should examine how varying strengths of associations of the color gold with status perception
might affect tipping. In relation with potential moderators, restaurant type needs to be examined
as well. We conducted our field experiment at a casual dining restaurant and the scenarios in our
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non-field experiments were also in the context of relatively moderate-priced meals. Gold effects
could vary depending on the type of restaurant. It is possible that atmospherics related to light or
music, such as at higher end restaurants, could influence our observed effects. We investigate only
one effect at a time (bill folder or tablecloth) and there is scope for examining the effects of
multiple service props simultaneously.
Although we examined the effects of hue (gold, black, orange), we did not examine
potential effects of color value and chroma (Gorn et al. 1997). Future research should examine the
potential effects of color value and chroma in influencing tipping behavior. This could be
especially interesting since there might be scope for altering chroma and value while keeping hue
constant, perhaps to match the color-meaning associations. Research into other colors that might
symbolize status, such as silver or bronze, could also be examined.
Our study focused on tipping in a restaurant context. Future studies need to empirically test
the robustness of the gold effect in a different tipping context. It would be helpful for business
managers to investigate the gold effect in other service contexts, such as hair salons, valet parking,
or hotels with bellhop service. Since tips from consumers represent a significant source of income
for service providers across various industries (Lynn, Zinkhan, and Harris 1993), applying these
findings to other tipping contexts beyond restaurants could be crucial for designing service
encounters and service environments to positively influence employee performance and
productivity.
Although our study provides support for the use of gold colored service props to increases
tipping revenue, we did not examine the effect of a tipping increase from the consumer’s
perspective. It is conceivable that an increase in tipping from their perspective might have a
negative influence on their patronization if consumers perceive that the dining experience is more
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expensive with the increased tip. On the other hand, enhanced status perception might offset this
negative impact as well. Future research is needed to explore all of these issues to enhance our
understanding of a golden atmospheric effect.
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Appendix A: Tables
Table 1.1: Summary of Key Studies on the Effects of Color in Marketing
What effect (DV)
Attitudinal
Behavioral
Purchase
intentions and
price fairness

Theoretical
Framework
Affective and
cognitive
evaluations

Red vs. blue (Hue)

Pleasure,
dominance,
arousal,
purchase
intention

Shopping
time

Arousal and
affective
dimension of
color

Retailers’
interior
color

Cool vs. warm
color: red, yellow,
green, blue and
white (Hue)

Perceived store
environment
and product

Approach
orientation
(Physical
attraction)
_

Evaluation

Crowley
(1993),
Marketing
letters

Retail:
interior
color of
furniture
store

Red, yellow, green,
blue (Hue)

Arousal and
evaluation of
environment
and
merchandise.

Arousalevaluation

Gorn et al.
(1997), Mgt.
Science

Advertising

Chroma, value and
hue (red vs. blue)

Feelings and
attitude toward
ad and brand

Arousal and
hedonic state

Lohse and
Rosen (2001),
JA
Bagchi and
Cheema
(2013), JCR

Advertising

Full color vs. black
(hue)

Online
auction,
backgroun
d color

Red vs. blue (Hue)

Attitude toward
and advertiser
and ad.
Willingness to pay

Study

Context

What color (IV)

Babin et al.
(2003), JBR

Retail wall
color

Orange vs. blue
(Hue)

Bellizzi and
Hite (1992),
Psychology
and
Marketing

Shopping
environme
nt
(backgroun
d color of
merchandi
se)

Bellizzi et al.
(1983), JR

Auction
bidding ($)
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Arousal

Main Findings
Color and light together affected perceived
price fairness and purchase intentions
through affective and cognitive
responses.
Blue (vs. red) shopping environment leads
to more positive customer outcomes
including more simulated purchases,
fewer purchase postponement and
stronger intentions to shop and browse.
Affective perception of color rather than
arousal dimension of color may be
responsible for this outcome.
Warm colors (vs. cool colors) physically
attract, however, it produced less
positive responses (vs. cool colors) in
evaluation factor such as relaxed or
favorable.
Evaluative effects are most positive (more
pleasant) in cool colors, whereas warm
colors are more arousing. Two
dimensions of color (arousal-evaluation)
are suggested as theoretical framework
for color effects.
High saturation increases likability
through feelings of excitement. High
value increases likability through
feelings of relaxation.
Color can signal product quality and
credibility of printed ads.
Red backgrounds increase bidding price in
online auction, whereas it decreases
price offer in negotiation, because red
induces aggressiveness through arousal.

Table 1.1: Continued
Study
Gorn et al.
(2004), JMR

Context
Online, screen
color

What color (IV)
Hue, chorma and
value

What effect (DV)
Attitudinal
Behavioral
Perceived
download
quickness,
attitude
toward and
likelihood to
recommend
website
Purchase
intention and
pleasantness
of shopping
environment

Theoretical
Framework
Feelings of
relaxation

Main Findings
All three color dimensions of background
screen color influence perceived download
quickness through feelings of relaxation,
which would in turn influences attitude
toward website and likelihood of
recommendation of the website to others.

Consumers’ motivational orientation
moderates the effect of arousal produced by
a store environment (color) on the
pleasantness of the environment. High
arousal has a positive effect on pleasantness
for recreational-oriented consumers, but for
those who have a task-orientated
motivational orientation, it decreases
pleasantness.
Labrecque
Branding
Hue, saturation and
Brand
EmbodiedHue, saturation and value influenced brand
and Milne
value
personality,
referential
personality, logo shape and likability.
(2012), JAMS
purchase
meaning of
Package color and brand personality needs
intention
color
to be aligned to increase purchase intention.
Madden et al. Branding
Hue, blue, green,
Liking of the
ColorThere are cross-cultural patterns of both
(2000),
white, black, red,
color, logo
meaning
similarity and dissimilarity in color
Journal of
orange, yellow,
color
association
preferences and color meaning associations.
International
brown, purple,
preferences,
Color-meaning associations are dependent
Marketing
green
color
on cultural background, therefore culture
meanings
needs to be considered to manage brand and
corporate image across international
markets.
This study
Service,
Gold
Tipping ($)
Referential
Gold in restaurant atmospherics increases
restaurant
meaning of
customer’s tipping through activation of
atmospherics
color
referential meaning, status perception.
Note: JA = Journal of Advertising, JAMS = Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, JBR = Journal of Business Research, JCR = Journal of Consumer
Research, JM = Journal of Marketing, JMR = Journal of Marketing Research, JR = Journal of Retailing, Mgt. Science = Management Scienc
Kaltcheva and
Weitz (2006),
JM

Online
shopping
(visual
elements of
online
shopping)

Color warmth (warm
vs. cold color) and
saturation
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Table 1.2 : Model Summary for the Color Effects on Bill Folder through Restaurant Status and
Personal Status
Antecedent

Restaurant Status

Personal Status

Tipping (%)

Color
(Black vs. Gold )

.40 *
(.21)

.11
(.19)

.40 **
(1.64)

Restaurant Status

-

.45 ****
(.09)

-1.20
(.94)

Personal Status

-

-

2.03**
(.96)

Constant

4.50 *
(1.86)

.90
(1.67)

14.38
(14.65)

R2 = .07
F (3, 84) = 1.95
p =.13

R2 = .25
F (4, 83) = 6.9
p < .001

R2=.12
F(5,82)=2.34
p =.05

Notes: Coefficients are unstandardized and presented with standard errors in parenthesis
*p<.1, **p<.05. *** p<.01, **** p<.001
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Table 1.3 : Model Summary for the Effects Color on Bill Folder Through Restaurant Status and
Personal Status
Antecedent

Restaurant Status

Personal Status

Tipping (%)

Color
(Orange vs. Gold )

.80 ****
(.21)

-.05
(.19)

2.53 *
(1.36)

Restaurant Status

-

. 58 ****
(.09)

-1.09
(.77)

Personal Status

-

-

1.64**
(.75)

Constant

4.2****
(.39)

.90
(1.67)

18.68 ****
(3.67)

R2 = .21
F (3, 91) = 8.14
p <.001

R2 = .25
F (4, 90) = 14.28
p < .001

R2 = .09
F (5, 89) = 1.83
p = .11

Notes: Coefficients are unstandardized and presented with standard errors in parenthesis
*p<.1, **p<.05. *** p<.01, **** p<.001
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Table 1.4 :Descriptive Statistics and Measurement Reliability
Study 3

Study 4

M

(SD)

α

Restaurant Status (Adapted from Drèze and Nunes 2009)
This restaurant is special
This restaurant has a high degree of status
I feel this restaurant has more status relative to other restaurants.
The restaurant seems upscale

4.55
4.67
4.43

(1.00)
(1.14)
(1.14)

Personal Status (Adapted from Drèze and Nunes 2009)
I feel special in this restaurant
I have attained a high degree of status in this restaurant
I have more status in this restaurant relative to other customers

4.00
4.57
4.01
3.43

Novelty (Cox and Cox 2002)
The bill folder is new
The bill folder is unusual
The bill folder is novel
The bill folder is atypical

(SD)

α

.91

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a

(1.06)
(1.19)
(1.41)
(1.23)

.77

.84

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a

(1.17)
(1.46)
(1.48)
(1.31)
(1.47)

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a

.93
r=.87

5.21
5.46
4.96

(1.24)
(1.20)
(1.45)

.85
r=.76

(SD)

.70
r=.54

4.40
4.40
4.42
4.28
4.48

(1.10)
(1.15)
(1.25)
(1.23)
(1.30)

(.97)
(1.18)
(1.31)
(1.32)

.63

3.48
4.06
3.49
2.89

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a

4.68
4.72
4.37
4.56
5.11

Mood (Adapted from Allen and Janiszewski 1989)
At this moment I am feeling good
At this moment I am feeling pleasant
At this moment I am happy
At this moment I am feeling positive

5.57
5.62
5.59
5.51
5.56

(.93)
(.90)
(.99)
(1.05)
(1.09)

.94

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

Involvement (Adapted from Bower and Landreth 2001).
Tipping at a restaurant is important.
Tipping at a restaurant is of concern to me.
Tipping at a restaurant is relevant.
Tipping in a restaurant matters to me.

6.06
6.33
5.70
6.11
6.03

(.99)
(.90)
(1.25)
(1.02)
(1.21)

.92

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

Scale
a

Attractiveness (Adapted from Biswas et al. 2014)
5.36
(1.10)
The bill folder looks very good in terms of visual appearance
5.38
(1.07)
5.35
(1.12)
The bill folder is very attractive
a
Note: Two items are used for Study2
α = Cronbach’s alpha. r=correlation for two items. Novelty is used for the purpose of manipulation check only in Study 4.
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Study 5
M

M

α

n/a

Table 1.5: Summary of CFA Results for Key Constructs in Studies 3 and 4
CFA loadings

Scale

Composite
reliability
Study3
Study 4

Average variance
extracted
Study3
Study 4

Study 3

Study 4

Restaurant Status (Adapted from Drèze and Nunes 2009) a

0.68 - 0.80

0.75-0.93

0.71

0.91

0.55

0.73

Personal Status (Adapted from Drèze and Nunes 2009)

0.38-0.68

0.60-1.00

0.65

0.81

0.47

0.60

Mood (Adapted from Allen and Janiszewski 1989)

0.84-0.94

n/a

0.94

n/a

0.80

n/a

Involvement (Adapted from Bower and Landreth 2001).

0.80-0.95

n/a

0.92

n/a

0.75

n/a
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Table 1.6: Correlations between Variables in the Hypotheses for Studies 3 and 4
Study
Study3 (black vs. gold)
Study4 (orange vs. gold)

1
1
1

2

1. Color

3

2. Restaurant
Status

Study3 (black vs. gold)
Study4 (orange vs. gold)

.20 *
.35**

1

3. Personal
status

Study3 (black vs. gold)
Study4 (orange vs. gold)

.15
.18

.49**
.61**

1

4. Tipping(%)

Study3 (black vs. gold)
Study4 (orange vs. gold)

.27*
.18

.01
.07

.21
.22*

1

5.
Involvement

Study3 (black vs. gold)
Study4 (orange vs. gold)

.05
n/a

.04
n/a

.08
n/a

.12
n/a

1

6. Mood

Study3 (black vs. gold)
Study4 (orange vs. gold)

.16
n/a

.49**
n/a

.34**
n/a

.19
n/a

.33**
n/a

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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4

5

6

1

Appendix B: Figures

Black

Gold

Orange

Figure 1.1: Bill Folders Used Across Studies
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Gold Tablecloth Condition

White Tablecloth Condition

Figure 1.2: Tabletops in Study 2
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Figure 1.3: Scenario and Mock Receipt in Study 3a, 4 and 5
Notes: Meal price was $11.00 in Study 3
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Figure 1.4: The Effects of Color (Gold vs. Black) on Bill Folder on Tipping Through Restaurant
Status and Personal Status in Study 3
Notes: Coefficients are unstandardized.

* p < .1,
** p < .05,
*** p <.01,
**** p <.001.
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Figure 1.5: The Effects of Color (Gold Vs. Orange) on Bill Folder on Tipping Through
Restaurant Status and Personal Status in Study 4
Notes: Coefficients are unstandardized.

* p < .1,
** p < .05,
*** p <.01,
**** p <.001.
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25.00%
21.92%

21.66%
20.44%
20.00%

17.66%

15.00%

10.00%

GOLD

5.00%

0.00%
PRIMED

NON-PRIMED

Figure 1.6: Tip (%) When Status Is Primed Vs. Non-Primed (Study 5)
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BLACK

Chapter 2 Does Meaningful Work Strengthen or Weaken the Performance Effects of
Frontline Employee Organizational Identification?
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Abstract
This study tests competing theoretical predictions about whether the level of
meaningfulness (or sense of purpose) inherent in a frontline occupation enhances or attenuates the
positive effect of organizational identification (OI) on frontline employee (FLE) job performance.
Building on meta-analytic data and alternative meaningfulness measures, we find that: (1)
autonomy, competence, and relatedness combine to determine the meaningfulness inherent in
frontline work, (2) work meaningfulness attenuates the positive effect of OI on FLE in-role
performance, and (3) the OI-FLE extra-role performance relationship is largely unaffected by work
meaningfulness. The study’s findings are consistent with predictions rooted in social exchange
theory, challenge prior evidence which suggests that a supportive work context enhances the effect
of OI on FLE performance, and imply that the occupational context affects the OI- in-role vs.
extra-role performance relationship differently because the focus (customer vs. firm) of each
performance type varies. To managers, our study suggests that investments in FLE OI are
advisable when improving extra-role performance is the goal, and that doing so to improve in-role
performance is most advisable when the work itself affords workers limited opportunity to
experience a sense of autonomy (e.g., tellers), competence (e.g., food service workers), or
relatedness (e.g., delivery personnel).
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2.1 Introduction
But HEB, Costco, QuikTrip, and Trader Joe’s show that employees…want a chance to
come to work and make a real difference for the company and for the customers they serve face to
face. Retailers who can provide this will create value for their employees, customers, and investors
in 2017 and beyond.
- Ton and Kalloch (2017)
Organizational identification (OI) – an individual’s sense of oneness with the organization
(Ashforth and Mael 1989) – has been shown to have a positive impact on frontline employee inrole (i.e., fulfillment of required tasks) and extra-role (i.e., helpful discretionary behaviors)
performance (Lee, Park, and Koo 2015). For instance, OI has been linked to frontline employee
(FLE) in-role outcomes such as sales achieved (e.g., Ahearne et al. 2013) and the quality of service
provided (Korschun, Bhattacharya, and Swain 2014), as well as to the performance of voluntary
helping behaviors directed at customers and the organization alike (Maxham, Netemeyer, and
Lichtenstein 2008). These benefits of OI are commonly attributed to the sense of purpose or
meaningfulness it infuses into FLEs’ daily work life, which ultimately enhances their motivation
to expend effort on the job (Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley 2008).
Meaningfulness captures the degree to which employees believe their work serves an
important purpose (Rosso, Dekas, and Wrzesniewski 2010) and, as our opening quote suggests, is
a primary benefit firms’ customer contact employees (i.e. FLEs) seek from their jobs (Berg, Dutton,
and Wrzesniewski 2013). According to Pratt and Ashforth (2003), OI fosters meaningfulness at
work, which refers to meaning workers derive from membership in the organization. This meaning
derived from organizational membership is distinct, however, from the meaning employees derive
from the work itself (Chalofsky 2003). Pratt and Ashforth (2003) refer to this latter source of
purpose as meaningfulness in working, and describe it as the meaning an employee derives from
doing a specific type of work, regardless of where it is performed.
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Prior research thus suggests that both OI and the type of work performed can impact FLE
job outcomes through their effect on the amount of work-related meaningfulness employees
experience. What is unclear, however, is whether OI can be used to compensate for work that is
not meaningful in nature or, alternatively, if both OI and meaningful work are simultaneously
necessary to maximize FLE performance. This is a critical knowledge gap given that many
frontline jobs do not require specialized skills, involve routinized work, afford limited
opportunities for personal growth, and involve constant “combat” with customers (Singh 2000;
Singh et al., 2017), yet are especially resistant to investments in OI because of high turnover and
the use of temporary workers to perform such jobs (Rust et al. 1996). Moreover, given that the
meaningfulness inherent in frontline work varies from one occupation to the next (e.g., nursing vs.
fast food service), returns on investments in OI are likely to vary from job to job depending on
how meaningfulness at work and meaningfulness in work combine to influence FLE job outcomes.
Consequently, this study seeks an answer to the following question:
Is the positive effect of OI on FLE in-role performance (IRP) and extra-role performance
(ERP) enhanced, attenuated, or unaffected by the meaningfulness inherent in the work
itself?
To answer this question, we begin by identifying three factors from the work design
literature that are expected to underlie the meaningfulness of frontline work (Marylène Gagné and
Deci 2005): the autonomy the employee enjoys at work, the level of competence the employee
needs to perform the work, and the opportunity for relating to others at work. Moreover, we
construe these occupational characteristics as contextual factors that moderate the effect of OI on
FLE performance, and propose competing hypotheses about the nature of these moderation effects.
Specifically, based on social identity theory (SIT), we hypothesize that inherently meaningful
frontline work enhances OI’s positive effects on FLE performance because what one does and
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where one does it combine to shape a worker’s identity (Guevara and Ord 1996). In contrast, based
on social exchange theory (SET), we argue that a weakening effect is more likely as an FLE’s felt
need to repay the firm for meaningful employment will be diminished when part of the
meaningfulness experienced stems from the occupation itself (Masterson et al. 2000).
We test these competition predictions using a high inference meta-analytic procedure
(Zablah et al. 2012) that combines 140 OI–FLE performance correlations culled from 77
independent frontline samples, measures of work characteristics provided by trained coders, and
an alternative measure of work meaningfulness obtained from a national U.S. survey of over two
million workers. We use a three-level, mixed effects meta-regression model (Borenstein et al. 2009)
to analyze our data and find that occupational autonomy, competence, and relatedness each weaken
the positive effect of OI on FLE in-role performance, and that the OI-FLE extra-role performance
relationship is only affected (also in a negative fashion) by relatedness. Analyses performed using
our alternative measure of work meaningfulness support these same conclusions, and also indicate
that investments in FLE OI directed toward improving FLE in-role performance are most
appropriate when the work itself affords limited opportunity to experience a sense of autonomy,
competence, or relatedness.
As summarized in Table 2.1, our research makes at least three meaningful contributions to
the frontline literature. First, we leverage the unique vantage point afforded by meta-analytic
evidence to shed light on how meaningfulness, construed as an occupation-level attribute, affects
FLE responsiveness to investments in OI across a multitude of occupations. In so doing, our study
is the first to establish how the meaningfulness inherent in frontline occupations impacts the OIperformance relationship, and thus helps advance theory in the nascent field of frontline marketing
(Singh et al. 2017) by offering generalizable conclusions about the performance benefits of OI
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across frontline jobs. To date, three other studies have considered the interplay of OI and
meaningfulness, yielding mixed results (Bell and Menguc 2002; Thakor and Joshi 2005; Wegge
et al. 2006). More importantly, while insightful, these studies rely exclusively on narrow, single
job samples that obscure the potential impact of differences in meaningfulness across occupations
on the OI-FLE performance relationship. Given that a substantial portion of the variance in the
meaningfulness of the work FLEs perform is a function of the type of work itself (e.g.,
telemarketing vs. nursing) rather than of managerial discretion (e.g., autonomy a supervisor grants
a fast food clerk when performing job tasks), our research represents a critical step toward
generalizable knowledge about the OI-FLE performance relationship.
Second, our research counters conventional wisdom (rooted in social identity theory) that
a supportive work context enhances the positive effect of OI on FLE performance (Ashforth and
Pratt 2003). Our examination of the literature uncovered two dozen published interaction effects
that examine how job factors (e.g., supportive supervision) alter the FLE OI-performance
relationship. Of those effects, all but four of them propose and find support for a synergistic
interaction between OI and some supportive aspect of the work environment (e.g., Löhndorf and
Diamantopoulos; Rapp et al. 2015; Wieseke et al. 2007). Grounded in social exchange theory and
an occupation-level perspective, we argue that a supportive work context may weaken the OI-FLE
performance relationship when it is a result of factors that are external to the organization itself (in
our case, inherently meaningful work). Our findings support this line of theorizing, which has
important implications for a more holistic understanding of why OI enhances FLE performance.
Lastly, our study provides needed insight regarding to what extent and under what
conditions OI affects different FLE outcomes. OI has often been linked to improved FLE in- and
extra- role performance. Both IRP and ERP, however, have been operationalized using a variety
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of metrics and are not always examined jointly. Consequently, the relative impact of OI on IRP
versus ERP among FLEs is not well-established. Our study begins to remedy this knowledge gap,
concludes that OI investments generally have a similar impact on ERP and IRP, and implies that
occupational context affects the OI-in-role vs. OI-extra-role relationship differently because the
focus (customer vs. firm) of each performance type varies.

2.2 Theoretical Background
Individuals seek meaningful work, which, next to pay, stands as the most important benefit
people derive from employment (Frankl 1984).The importance of meaningfulness is perhaps best
stated by Terkel (1972), who notes that “work is about a search for daily meaning as well as daily
bread…”. Those who experience work as meaningful have been shown to be more satisfied, more
motivated to expend effort on the job, and superior performers (Cartwright and Holmes 2006;
Grant 2007; Hackman and Oldhma 1980; Rosso, Dekas, and Wrzesniewski 2010).
Pratt and Ashforth (2003) provide a conceptual framework on work meaningfulness that is
grounded in social identity theory, and informs the meta-analytic model (graphically depicted in
Figure 2.1) that we test here. Their framework is predicated on the premise that work is
experienced as meaningful when it helps individuals answer the existential questions: ‘who am I?’
and ‘why am I here?’. Further, they posit that ‘what one does’ and ‘where one does it’ both
determine the amount of meaningfulness individuals experience from work because they inform
these two self-definitional life questions. They refer to meaning from ‘what one does’ (e.g., nursing
vs. telemarketing) as meaningfulness in work and ‘where one does it’ (e.g., Chik-fil-A vs.
McDonald’s) as meaningfulness at work. This conceptual framework thus provides a basis for our
expectation that the characteristics of frontline occupations (which dictate what employees do) and
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OI (which is inextricably linked to where the work is done) are both important determinants of
work meaningfulness, and, by extension, employee job outcomes. Importantly, Pratt and
Ashforth’s (2003) framework predicts an interaction between these two sources of work meaning,
and suggest that it is likely synergistic. However, they also raise concerns that creating more work
meaningfulness may not always be desirable or effective. Hence, in the sections that follow, we
introduce competing theoretical arguments about why the occupational characteristics that
underlie work meaningfulness may either strengthen or weaken the FLE performance benefits
afforded by OI. We begin, however, with an exposition – grounded in social identity theory (SIT)
– of why OI is thought to enhance FLE job performance.
2.2.1 Meaningfulness at Work: The Impact of OI on FLE Performance
OI refers to an individual’s “perceived oneness with an organization,” (Mael and Ashforth
1992). According to SIT, this sense of coalescence with the organization is the result of a selfcategorization process that makes organizational membership salient and emotionally meaningful
to the individual, ultimately encouraging the development of shared values and goals between the
individual and the organization (Ashforth and Mael 1989; Tajfel 1978). These shared values and
goals, in turn, infuse the work with meaning for employees and motivate their effort on behalf of
the firm (Van Knippenberg 2000). This effort is ultimately reflected in FLEs’ in-role performance
or how well FLEs enact their formally prescribed job role (Van Knippenberg 2000), and extra-role
performance, which refers to the extent to which FLEs engage in discretionary behaviors that
benefit the organization (Mackenzie et al. 1998).
That OI is a source of meaningfulness for employees is well-established in the literature
(Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley 2008). Independent of the specific tasks workers perform within
a firm, the employee-organization alignment that accompanies OI leads employees to experience
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work as meaningful because their on-the-job effort supports an organization whose mission (e.g.,
providing families with affordable home goods) they have internalized and believe in (Tajfel 1978).
Said differently, when employees grow to define themselves in term of their organizational
membership (e.g., an IBMer or a Googler), it provides them with a sense of purpose and
accomplishment – rooted in the values, beliefs, goals, and successes of the organization itself –
that enhances their motivation and performance (Pratt and Ashforth 2003).
The influence of OI on FLE performance is well-illustrated by the case of Zappos.com.
This renowned online retailer is frequently recognized for the exceptional service its customer
contact employees provide (e.g., a customer service call lasting more than 10 hours; Fairchild
2012). Notably, the primary source of motivation for Zappos FLEs does not lie in their
compensation (i.e., $13/hour), but, rather, in their membership in and emotional attachment to the
organization (Gallo 2012). The importance of this organizational membership to Zappos’ FLEs is
evident in how they talk about their work; they describe themselves as members of a large family,
and pride themselves in delivering exceptional service to strangers whom they too consider part of
their family (Frei and Morriss 2012). Using our theoretical framework as a guide, we can thus
surmise that the meaning inherent in organizational membership is what motivates Zappos’
customer contact employees to expend significant effort – day in and day out – on tasks that are
often mundane and repetitive, but critical to the organization’s mission of “delivering happiness.”
The preceding line of theorizing is supported by a wealth of empirical evidence which finds
that OI is positively related to employee in- and extra- role performance across a wide variety of
occupations (Riketta 2005). Moreover, consistent with the argument that meaningfulness is a
critical benefit employees seek from their jobs (Berg, Dutton, and Wrzesniewski 2013), research
has also established that OI has a stronger effect on work performance than attitudinal variables,
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such as job satisfaction and involvement (Haslam and Ellemers 2005; Lee, Park, and Koo 2015).
Hence, we propose:
H1: Across frontline occupations, organizational identification (OI) exhibits a non-zero,
positive relationship with (a) FLE in-role performance, and (b) FLE-extra role performance.
2.2.2 Meaning in Work: Occupational Characteristics as a Source of Meaningfulness
Theories of job design posit that personally significant or meaningful work promotes and
sustains individuals’ motivation to expend effort on the job (May, Gilson, and Harter 2004).
Specifically, empirical studies grounded in Hackman and Oldham’s (1976) seminal work on job
design establish that experienced meaningfulness mediates the effect of job characteristics on
worker’s internal motivation (Fried and Ferris 1987; Johns, Xie, and Fang 1992), a proximal
predictor of on-the-job performance.
In the years since its inception, Hackman and Oldham’s (1976) ideas on job design have
been extended in several related theories and frameworks. Among these, self-determination theory
(Deci and Ryan 2000) is most prominent and commonly employed to investigate frontline
phenomena (e.g., Gillespie, Noble and Lam 2016). Briefly, self-determination theory maintains
that tasks which are not intrinsically motivating can be made meaningful through an internalization
process (Deci and Ryan 2000) that leads individuals to integrate work goals and values with their
sense of self (Deci et al. 1994; Ryan and Deci 2000). By making work tasks personally meaningful,
this internalization process renders individuals more self-determined and enhances their on-thejob motivation, ultimately leading to desirable behavioral outcomes such as enhanced work
creativity and job performance (Ryan and Deci 2000; Sheldon et al. 2003).
Self-determination theory has spawned numerous studies that investigate the extent to which
social-contextual factors influence individuals’ internalization of extrinsically-motivated (e.g.,
through pay) work goals. This research generally concludes that factors which enable individuals
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to experience autonomy, competence, and relatedness at work facilitate the internalization of work
goals, and thus lead to desirable on-the-job outcomes (Ryan and Deci 2000; Sheldon et al. 2003).
This finding is particularly relevant to those who manage FLEs as much of the work they do tends
to be repetitive and mundane, and thus contributes to decreased effort on the job, high levels of
turnover, and increased emotional exhaustion (Singh 2000).

For example, to promote the

internalization of work tasks, Southwest Airlines provides flight attendants with the autonomy to
customize their pre-flight safety announcement, leading some of them to deliver the announcement
in the form of a rap song or to infuse their sense of humor into this otherwise repetitive task (Mazza
2014). In so doing, Southwest Airlines has succeeded in making the task personally meaningful
for the flight attendants, ultimately boosting these FLEs’ work motivation and even contributing
to enhanced customer outcomes (i.e., improved traveler experience and attention during the preflight safety announcement).
Research suggests that autonomy, competence, and relatedness each contribute, in distinct ways,
to the internalization and thus meaningfulness of the work FLEs perform. First, autonomy has been
found to encourage frontline workers to take full responsibility for customer problems, and, as
such, not only provides them with an opportunity for growth but also enables them to experience
the connection between their own efforts and customer outcomes (Schepers et al. 2012). This sense
of responsibility for what “happens to customers” makes it clear to FLEs that their work is
consequential and thus infuses their work with meaningfulness (Hackman and Oldham 1976).
Second, some frontline jobs require that FLEs develop a complex set of skills or knowledge to
address customer demands (e.g., selling of technically sophisticated production equipment to
business customers). Such work is experienced as meaningful (Marylene Gagné and Deci 2005)
because it allows employees to feel competence or mastery, and, thus to perceive that their skillset

71

is relatively unique and highly valued (Schepers et al. 2012), ultimately increasing their work
motivation (Vallerand and Bissonnette 1992). Finally, although to varying degrees, frontline work
allows FLEs to experience relatedness or a connection with the customers they serve. This feeling
of relatedness serves to make the work meaningful because it underscores for the FLE that their
work impacts others (Ryan, Stiller, and Lynch 1994). For that reason, FLEs that experience
relatedness engage in behaviors that are intended to benefit the customers with whom they have
established a connection (Ryan and Deci 2000).
Due partially to managerial discretion, the extent of autonomy, competence, and relatedness
a worker experiences in a frontline job will vary from firm to firm. However, we expect that
substantial similarity exists in the level of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (and thus
meaningfulness) that FLEs within the same line of work or occupation experience. To illustrate,
while FLEs at the retailer Costco may experience more autonomy than those at competitor Sam’s
Club (or vice versa), we expect that FLEs in this line of work (retail sales) will experience less
work autonomy than FLEs whose occupation is professional selling in a B2B context. Our aim in
this manuscript is to explore how differences in the autonomy, competence, and relatedness
afforded by different frontline occupations alter the impact of OI on FLE in-role and extra-role
performance.
With that end in mind, we make two critical points. First, we construe autonomy,
competence, and relatedness as occupational characteristics. As such, we define (1) autonomy as
the extent to which a frontline occupation provides FLEs with the freedom to determine how to
service their customers’ needs (Spreitzer 1995), (2) competence as the degree to which a frontline
occupation requires FLEs to rely on complex skills or knowledge when servicing customers’ needs
(Sheldon et al. 2003), and (3) relatedness as the extent to which a frontline occupation allows FLEs
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to establish a connection or bond with their customers (Deci and Ryan 2000). In addition, while
the preceding exposition suggests that the characteristics of the work FLEs perform contributes to
the meaningfulness they experience from the job, competing theoretical explanations are possible
regarding whether this meaningfulness in work enhances or weakens the positive effect of OI on
FLE job outcomes. That is, competing arguments are possible as to whether meaning in work and
meaning at work interact in a positive or negative fashion to predict FLE job outcomes. We explore
these competing explanations, one rooted in social identity theory and the other in social exchange
theory, in the two sections that follow.
2.2.3 A Social Identity Perspective on the Interaction of Meaning in and at Work
Social identity theory suggests that OI and occupational characteristics that infuse work
with a sense of meaning or purpose are likely to interact in a synergistic fashion. This expectation
is rooted in prior research which establishes that (1) where one belongs and what one does combine
to determine an individual’s self-identity (i.e., helps individuals answer the question ‘who am I?’;
(Guevara and Ord 1996), and (2) the integration of who one is and what one does makes work
more meaningful (Pratt, Rock, and Kaufmann 2001). Said differently, social identity theory
implies that if what one does (e.g., I am responsible for helping patients with life-threatening
diseases) and where one does it (e.g., a research hospital that supports experimental medical
practices) are aligned, work meaningfulness is enhanced because it leads to a strong sense of selfidentity (e.g., I am a healer), which is inextricably linked to individuals’ sense of purpose in life.
Similarly, Pratt and Ashforth (2003) argue that meaning in and at work combine to foster
transcendence or yield work that is beyond the ordinary. Accordingly, they explain the connection
between what one does at work and where one does the work as follows (p. 322):
…work is most meaningful when it is a calling, when work values and practices are clear,
when one’s contribution to society is known, and when the work reflects one’s identity.
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Thus, we argue that organizations that foster transcendence provide strong linkages
between who we are, what we do, and why we are here in this context, while simultaneously
connecting workers to something greater than themselves, their tasks, or perhaps even the
organization for which they work.
In line with the preceding arguments, we anticipate that FLE job performance is enhanced when
frontline work is embedded within an organizational community to which the FLE feels an
emotional attachment to and the work itself is meaningful, be it because the FLE feels a sense of
responsibility for customer outcomes, requires use of a specialized skillset to achieve work goals,
and/or is able to establish a long-term bond with customers. Thus, we propose here that the effect
of OI on FLE in-role and extra- role performance is stronger in frontline occupations that afford
workers the opportunity to experience a sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness while at
work. This proposition is consistent with a multitude of studies that have found – albeit within
samples that tend to only consider one type of frontline occupation at a time – that a supportive
work context (e.g., strong leadership, good ties with co-workers) enhances the positive effect of
OI on FLE performance (e.g., Löhndorf & Diamantopoulos 2014; Rapp et al. 2015; Wieseke et al.
2009). Formally,
H2: The positive relationship between organizational identification (OI) and FLE in-role
performance (IRP) is stronger (weaker) in frontline occupations that afford (do not afford)
FLEs the opportunity to experience a sense of (a) autonomy, (b) competence, and (c)
relatedness.
H3: The positive relationship between organizational identification (OI) and FLE extrarole performance (ERP) is stronger (weaker) in frontline occupations that afford (do not
afford) FLEs the opportunity to experience a sense of (a) autonomy, (b) competence, and
(c) relatedness.
2.2.4 A Social Exchange Perspective on the Interaction of Meaning in and at Work
While social identity theory underlies much of extant research on OI, social exchange
theory has been commonly used to understand the nature and outcomes of employee-firm
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relationships (Tavares, van Knippenberg, and van Dick 2016). Unlike market-based exchange
arrangements (Walumbwa, Cropanzano, and Hartnell 2009), social exchange relationships are
characterized by the exchange of economic (e.g., pay) as well as social-emotional benefits (e.g.,
pride), involve mutual trust and commitment, and are governed by exchange norms (Van Dyne,
W. Graham, and M. Dienesch 1994; Lavelle, Rupp, and Brockner 2007). Of social exchange
theory’s norms, the one most commonly invoked (due to its explanatory power) is the norm of
reciprocity which argues that when a party (e.g., an employer) provides another party (e.g., an
employee) with a benefit (e.g., sense of community at work), the recipient of the benefit acquires
a future, but unspecified, obligation to respond in kind (Emerson 1976). Long-term social
exchange ensues, if and only if, the recipient eventually reciprocates the benefit provided by the
sender (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005).
The norm of reciprocity has been used to explain why the benefits a firm provides its
employees (beyond pay) lead to improved organizational outcomes. Specifically, research
suggests that when firms provide their employees with a valued benefit, the employee feels
indebted and thus is motivated to engage in reciprocal behaviors that benefit the firm (Lavelle,
Rupp, & Brockner, 2007). While employees can choose to reciprocate firm-provided benefits in
the manner they see most fit, they usually choose to do so by fully-investing themselves in their
work role and in the firm (Settoon, Bennett, and Liden 1996). In a frontline context, this reciprocity
typically manifests in the form of improved FLE in-role and extra-role performance (Zablah et al.
2016).
Importantly, research suggests that OI contributes to the development of employee-firm
social exchange relationships (Lavelle, Rupp, and Brockner 2007) because employees derive
emotional benefits and thus value from the sense of community and purpose (i.e., meaningfulness)
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associated with organizational membership (Mael and Ashforth 1992; Pratt and Ashforth 2003).
As such, OI is likely to engender a sense of employee obligation to the firm, which workers
reciprocate by engaging in in- and extra- role behaviors that benefit the organization. We note that
this reciprocity-based argument in support of the OI-FLE performance relationship is similar but
distinct to that grounded in social identity theory. Whereas social exchange theory postulates that
OI motivates FLEs to expend effort on behalf of the firm as a means of repaying the benefits
provided, social identity theory argues that OI produces an alignment between the firm and self
which provides employees with a performance-enhancing heightened sense of purpose because,
in pursing the firm’s goals, employees are also fulfilling their own (Pratt and Ashforth 2003).
Although OI infuses frontline work with meaning and thus induces FLE reciprocity toward the
firm, contextual factors beyond the firm’s control may also contribute to work meaningfulness. To
the extent that this occurs, FLEs felt need to repay the firm for providing a meaningful work
environment is likely to be attenuated, thus weakening the link between OI and FLE performance.
As before, we anticipate that the meaningfulness inherent in a frontline occupation is likely to vary
as a function of the extent to which it provides workers with a sense of (1) responsibility for
customer outcomes (autonomy), (2) accomplishment stemming from the complexity inherent in
the work they do (competence), and (3) connection to the customers they serve. Hence, we propose
here that as occupational autonomy, competence, and relatedness increase, FLEs’ felt need to
repay the firm for emotional benefits provided by OI likely decreases. This, in turn, should weaken
the OI-FLE performance relationship. Our line of theorizing is supported by research which posits
that work meaningfulness is rooted in the characteristics of the occupation itself rather than in the
organization that provides employment (Hackman and Oldham 1976; Ryan and Deci 2000). Hence,
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we propose the following hypotheses which stand in contrast to our predictions rooted in social
identity theory:
H2-alt: The positive relationship between organizational identification (OI) and FLE inrole performance (IRP) is weaker (stronger) in frontline occupations that afford (do not
afford) FLEs the opportunity to experience a sense of (a) autonomy, (b) competence, and
(c) relatedness.
H3-alt: The positive relationship between organizational identification (OI) and FLE extrarole performance (ERP) is weaker (stronger) in frontline occupations that afford (do not
afford) FLEs the opportunity to experience a sense of (a) autonomy, (b) competence, and
(c) relatedness.

2.2.5 Other Potential Moderators of the OI-FLE Performance Relationship
Beyond occupational characteristics, other factors may help explain heterogeneity in the
OI-FLE performance relationship across studies. Hence, we consider here three types of potential
moderators that may account for variance in the effect of OI on in- and extra- role performance:
performance attributes, nature of exchange, and study characteristics. Given that the focus of our
meta-analysis is on the interplay of meaning in and at work, we briefly discuss each of these
potential moderators next but do not advance formal hypotheses about their expected effects.
Performance attributes. Due to the varied nature of the frontline roles FLEs occupy (e.g.,
retail salesperson, food server, and telephone support specialist), FLE in-role and extra-role
performance are often assessed using a variety of metrics. Accordingly, the studies included in our
meta-analytic database operationalize FLE performance in different ways. Since how constructs
are defined and measured impact relationships of interests, we consider three aspects (type, rater
and focus) of our performance measures as potential moderators (Troy, Hirunyawipada, and
Paswan 2008).
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First, we test whether rater (self vs. other) has an impact on the magnitude of the OI-FLE
performance relationship because prior research finds that self-ratings of performance are subject
to a leniency effect that may lead to an inflation in relationships of interest (Holzbach 1978).
Second, we consider how performance type (financial vs. non-financial) affects the OI-FLE
performance relationship. We categorize performance measures as financial if they capture
outcomes such as sales quota attainment and customer spending, while the non-financial outcome
category includes constructs such as customer satisfaction, OCB, and overall job performance.
Finally, we consider whether the focus of the performance metric (customer vs. firm) affects the
OI-FLE performance relationship. We explore this potential effect to determine whether OI is a
stronger motivator of customers or firm outcomes.
Nature of exchange. Business and consumer markets differ in a variety of ways. For
instance, purchasing processes are more complex and personal selling receives a greater relative
emphasis in business than consumer markets (Zablah, Brown, and Donthu 2010). It is conceivable
that these and other such differences could either accentuate or weaken the benefits afforded to
FLEs by OI and, as such, may affect the magnitude of the OI-FLE performance relationship.
Consequently, we test whether market (B2C versus B2B) moderates the OI-performance
relationship.
Moreover, FLEs often differ in the extent to which they focus on selling products versus
delivering services. FLEs who fulfill sales roles must divide their attention between satisfying
customer needs on the one hand and achieving sales goals on the other (Saxe and Weitz 1982).
The same is not true for FLEs who focus on delivering service performances; their focus is
typically on customer need satisfaction. Given these role differences, it is possible that OI’s
motivating potential differs across job types and, hence, that the OI-FLE performance relationship
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varies accordingly. Hence, we assess whether job type (sales vs. service vs. mixed) moderates the
OI-FLE performance relationship.
Study characteristics. We consider whether three other study characteristics moderate
the OI-FLE performance relationship. First, while the Mael and Ashforth (1992) scale is
commonly used to measure OI, other measures are also used albeit less frequently. Hence, we test
whether the OI measure (Mael & Ashforth vs. other) employed alters the magnitude of the OIFLE performance relationship. Second, while most OI research is conducted at the FLE-level of
analysis, some studies report OI-FLE performance at an aggregate level. Consistent with Brown
and Lam (2008), we therefore test whether analysis level (aggregated vs. non-aggregated)
moderates the impact of OI on FLE performance. Finally, we consider whether the quality of the
journal in which the study was published has any implications for the strength of the OI-FLE
performance relationship. To do so, we use journal impact factors (year 2015) drawn from the
Social Science Citation Index as our measure of journal quality (non-indexed journals were
assigned a score of zero or citation-based impact scores).

2.3 Method and Results
2.3.1 Development of the Meta-Analytic Database
To develop our meta-analytic database, we began by searching for relevant studies
published prior to November 2016 in multiple electronic sources, such as Business Source
Complete, PsychINFO, Academic Search Complete, and Google Scholar. As search terms, we
employed the phrases “organizational identification,” “organizational identity,” “frontline
employees,” “in-role performance,” “extra-role performance,” and “organizational citizenship
behavior”. To identify articles our electronic search may have missed, we also conducted a manual
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review of articles appearing in journals known to publish frontline research, including Journal of
Marketing, Journal of Marketing Research, Journal of Personal Selling & Sales Management, and
Journal of Service Research. Finally, we identified other studies by reviewing the reference list of
articles in our database.
We used multiple criteria to select studies for inclusion in our meta-analysis. First, we only
retained studies uncovered in our search if they sampled FLEs, which includes all employees “who
work at the boundary of the organization as stewards of customer contact” in either sales or service
roles (Singh et al. 2017, p. 4). Second, because the literature suggests that the focus of employees’
OI may be varied (e.g., the firm itself, the firm’s brand, a group within the firm; Rousseau 1998),
we retained studies that consider various identification targets, including teams and workgroups
(e.g., Millward and Postmes 2010; Chen, Chi, and Friedman 2013), the firm’s brand (e.g., Gillespie
et al. 2016), and, naturally, the firm itself (e.g., Wieseke et al. 2012). Moreover, due to the hierarchically
nested nature of identification targets (e.g., team identification embedded within company
identification), an FLE can simultaneously identify with multiple firm objects (Ashforth, Harrison,
and Corley 2008; Wieseke et al. 2012). In studies that consider multiple identification foci, we
coded the effect most consistent with the level of analysis of the performance variable reported
because, as Riketta and Dick (2005) suggest, lower-order identifications (e.g., team identification)
are more strongly associated with lower-order outcomes (e.g., team performance) than higherorder outcomes (e.g., company performance).
Third, we only retained studies that consider some manifestation of FLE in-role (i.e., how
well performs in job role) or extra-role (i.e., discretionary behaviors that benefit the firm)
performance. For our purposes, we consider sales performance, customer satisfaction, customer
loyalty, and customer-oriented behaviors as valid indicators of in-role performance. In contrast,
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we construe organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs), helping behavior, and positive word of
mouth as valid measures of FLE extra-role performance. Fourth, to be included in our database, a
study had to report a zero-order correlation between OI and FLE performance. Finally, correlations
from independent samples reported within a single study or between OI and different performance
measures were each coded separately.
2.3.2 Effect Coding
To ensure a reliable coding process, a team of three researchers agreed on the definition of
all the constructs and variables included in the meta-analysis as well as on effect coding criteria
(see web Appendix). One researcher coded all the effects using the agreed upon definitions and
criteria, and the two other members of the research team independently examined the coding
results. The research team resolved any coding disagreements by discussion. This coding process
resulted in the recording of 140 correlations between OI and performance (85 OI-IRP correlations
and 55 OI-ERP correlations) drawn from 77 independent samples and 66 empirical studies that
include data provided by a combined total of 35,544 FLEs.
2.3.3 Measures of Occupational Characteristics
Our study employs two different measures to explore the impact of meaningfulness on the
OI-FLE performance relationship. Following Zablah et al. (2012), we first obtained measures of
the occupational characteristics that underlie work meaningfulness (autonomy, competence, and
relatedness) using a high-inference coding procedure. This procedure involves using trained coders
to rate the prevailing work conditions in each meta-analytic sample based on a description of the
frontline context drawn from study. Toward that end, the research team first generated a mutually
agreed upon description of the specific job sampled within each study in the meta-analytic database
(e.g., employees in a pharmaceutical company making sales calls to doctors). Based on this process,
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we asked the coders to rate the occupations represented in our 77 independent samples based on
the extent to which each occupation provides FLEs with the opportunity to experience autonomy,
competence, and relatedness at work. Specifically, based on measures adapted from Hackman and
Oldham (1976), we asked the trained coders to indicate (on a 5 point scale 6 ) their level of
agreement with each of the following statements: Employees in this job (1) must follow a company
script when interacting with customers (autonomy, reverse-coded), (2) must have a complex set of
skills to perform their task (competence), and (3) are able to establish long term relationships with
their customers (relatedness). Each coder rated four occupations and each occupation was rated,
on average, by four coders.
The quality of the resulting measures was evaluated using ICC(1), an indicator of interrater reliability that reveals whether the coders randomly selected to evaluate each occupation were
consistent in their assessment of the level of autonomy, competence, and relatedness inherent in
each occupation (Hallgren 2012). The ICC (1) value for all three occupational characteristics is
higher than .5, which indicates that inter-rater scores of these characteristics are highly reliable
(see Lebreton and Senter 2008). Table 2.2 provides descriptive statistics and inter-construct
correlations for the occupational characteristics. As the Table reveals, with an rxy between .43
and .63, the three job characteristics are modestly related to one another.
In addition to coder ratings of the work characteristics that underlie meaningfulness, we
also obtained a direct measure of meaningfulness from a secondary source. Specifically, we
gathered work meaningfulness scores derived from a large-scale survey conducted by

6

1 = strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree. The reverse-coded autonomy item was recoded for
analysis purposes such that high scale scores now represent “high” autonomy and low scale
scores now represent “low” autonomy.
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payscale.com 7 from June 2013 to June 2015. The survey asked over 2.7 million U.S. workers
employed in approximately 500 different occupations to indicate whether they believe their ‘work
makes the world a better place.’ Worker responses to this question were aggregated to the
occupation level and are reported in the company’s website as the percentage of workers within
each occupation who believe their work is highly meaningful. These are the scores we use for our
analyses. Descriptive statistics for this alternative measure and its correlation with the coded
occupational characteristic variables are provided in Table 2.2 As this table reveals, the alternative
work meaningfulness scale exhibits a moderately strong relationship with a mean score of the three
occupational characteristics (rxy = .68) and, separately, with each job characteristic coded.
2.3.4 Analytical Strategy
Mean effect size estimation. To estimate the mean meta-analytic correlations, we first
corrected for measurement error by dividing the OI-FLE performance correlation coefficients by
the product of the square root of the reliabilities of the two constructs as recommend by Hunter
and Schmidt (1990). Then, we transformed these corrected correlations into Fisher z coefficients,
and used the inverse of their variances to weight them. Doing so allowed us to assign greater
weight to correlations drawn from larger samples (Borenstein et al. 2009). Finally, we calculated
the mean meta-analytic correlations using a three-level random effects model that allows us to
account for the nesting of (1) OI-FLE performance effects within studies (e.g., OI-IRP and OIERP effects drawn from a single study), and (2) individual respondents within studies (as occurs
in the two-level random effects models that are commonly employed in meta-analyses). Based on
Noortgate et al. (2014), we thus estimate a three-level random effects model as follows:
𝑌𝑖𝑗 = 𝜇00 + 𝑢𝑖𝑗 + 𝑣𝑖𝑗 + 𝑒𝑖𝑗 (1)

7

http://www.payscale.com/data-packages/most-and-least-meaningful-jobs/methodology
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where 𝑌𝑖𝑗 is the average z-transformed mean correlation, 𝑒𝑖𝑗 is the sampling variation for each
effect size (level one), 𝑣𝑖𝑗 is the variation across outcomes within a study (level two), and 𝑢𝑖𝑗 is
the variation between studies (level three). For reporting purposes, any mean effect size estimates
derived from this analysis were converted back (from Fisher’s z) to Pearson Product-Moment
correlations.
Moderation analyses. To test the proposed moderation effects, we performed a series of metaregressions using a three-level mixed effects model (Borenstein et al. 2009). As with the random
effects model, this three-level model accounts for the correlation between multiple dependent
measures drawn from the same study and, thus, maximizes the generalizability of our findings and
statistical power by allowing us to retain all coded effects for analysis purposes (Denson, Spanovic,
and Miller 2009). Following Franke and Park (2006), we evaluated the moderating effect of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness in separate meta-regressions. However, in each of these
meta-regressions, we control for the effects of two performance attributes – performance type
(financial vs. non-financial) and rater (self vs. other) – because preliminary analyses revealed that
these two factors consistently account for a significant proportion of the heterogeneity in the OIFLE performance relationship. Hence, we evaluate the proposed moderating effects of the
occupational characteristics as follows:
𝑌𝑖𝑗 = 𝛼0 + 𝛽𝐾 X𝑘𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽4 𝑋4𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽5 𝑋5𝑖𝑗 + 𝑢𝑗 + 𝑣𝑖𝑗 + 𝑒𝑖𝑗 (2)
where 𝑌𝑖𝑗 denotes the z-transformed ith effect size reported within jth sample (j= 1- 77), 𝛼0 is a
constant, 𝛽𝐾 describes the parameter estimates for the occupational characteristics variables X𝑘𝑖𝑗
(k= 1-3), and 𝛽4 and 𝛽5 are the performance attributes (X4𝑖𝑗 and X5𝑖𝑗 ) that we control for across
studies, where:
X1𝑖𝑗 = autonomy (measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale);
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X2𝑖𝑗
X3𝑖𝑗
X4𝑖𝑗
X5𝑖𝑗

= competence (measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale);
= relatedness (measures on a 5-point Likert-type scale);
= performance type, coded as 0 = non-financial and 1 = financial; and
= performance rater, coded as 0 = self-rated and 1= other-rated.

2.3.5 Results8
Magnitude of and heterogeneity in the OI-FLE performance relationship. We
conducted a preliminary analysis to gain initial insight into the size and direction of the relationship
between OI and FLE performance. This analysis shows that the 140 OI-FLE performance
correlations range from -.23 to .86 in magnitude, with seven being negative in direction, and a
normal distribution of correlations around the mean effect (Z skewness= .000, p >.05; Zkurtosis= .000,
p >.05; see Web Appendix for a graphical depiction of this result).
Consistent with this preliminary analysis, our estimation of the three-level random effects
model confirmed the presence of a positive relationship between OI and FLE in-role performance
(r =.30, p < .001), OI and extra-role performance (r = .46, p < .001), and OI and a combined
measure of in- and extra- role performance (r = .36, p < .001). These findings, summarized in
Table 2.3, provide strong support for H1 which argued that, across frontline occupations, OI
exhibits a non-zero, positive relationship with FLE in-role and extra-role performance. While not
formally hypothesized, we also performed a meta-regression analysis to determine whether the
relationship between OI and FLE in-role versus extra-role performance differs in magnitude. The
results of this analysis revealed that OI has a significantly larger effect on extra-role (coded as 1)
than in-role (coded as 0) performance (𝛽 = .16, p < .001).
Finally, insight afforded by the results of our three-level random effects model suggests
that significant heterogeneity exists in the OI-FLE in-role and OI-FLE extra-role performance

8

All p-values reported in the manuscript are based on a two-tailed test.
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relationships. Specifically, as is summarized in Table 2.3, the Q values and I2 statistic for IRP (Qvalue = 2096.05, p <.001; I2 value = 95.99%) and ERP (Q-value = 2315.31, p <.001; I2 value =
97.67%) both suggest that a significant proportion of the variance in OI-performance effects across
studies is due to effect heterogeneity rather than chance. This finding indicates that it is both
appropriate and potentially fruitful to investigate whether the proposed moderators account for
some of the heterogeneity in the FLE OI-performance relationship (Borenstein et al. 2009). We
thus now turn our attention to the results of the moderation analyses.
Moderation effect of occupational characteristics. In H2 and H3 (social identity
perspective) and H2 -alt and H3-alt (social exchange perspective) we advance competing hypotheses
regarding how the occupational characteristics that underlie work meaningfulness impact the OIFLE performance relationship. As Table 2.4 shows, the results of our meta-regression analyses
reveal that occupational autonomy (b=-.09, p<.05), competence (b=-.07, p<.01), and relatedness
(b=-.09, p<.05) each weaken the positive effect of OI on FLE in-role performance. In addition, the
results indicate that occupational relatedness (b=-.10, p<.05) weakens the positive effect of OI on
extra-role performance, but autonomy (b=.-02, p>.10) and competence (b=-.07, p>.10) do not
influence the relationship. These findings are consistent with our predictions rooted in social
exchange theory and thus provide support for H2aALT, H2bALT, H2cALT, and H3cALT. None of the
predictions rooted in social identity theory (i.e., H2a-c or H3a-c) were supported by the data.
As summarized in Table 2.5, a meta-regression analysis performed using the alternative, direct
measure of meaningfulness largely confirms the results obtained from the analysis performed
using the occupational characteristics measures. Specifically, the results reveal that work
meaningfulness weakens the positive relationship between OI and FLE in role-performance (b=
-.42, p<.01) but does not alter the impact of OI on FLE extra-role performance (-.15, p>.10). These
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results are also consistent with an additional meta-regression analysis (Table 2.5) that employs an
average measure of the occupational characteristics (i.e., the average of autonomy, competence,
and relatedness) as a moderator of the OI-FLE performance relationship. Hence, the analyses
performed converge on the conclusion that meaningful work weakens the impact of OI on FLE inrole performance but has little impact on the OI-FLE extra-role performance relationship.
Test of non-hypothesized moderation effects. We consider three types of potential
moderators that may account for variance in the effect of OI on in- and extra- role performance:
performance attributes, nature of exchange, and study characteristics. We tested whether these
factors moderate the focal relationships of interest using the same three-level mixed effects model
as before. As Table 2.4 indicates, the results of these analyses generally reveal that moderators
related to the type of performance outcome under consideration generally influence the OI-FLE
performance relationship, while factors related to the nature of exchange and study characteristics
do not. Specifically, we find that the OI-FLE in-role performance relationship is weaker when
performance (1) is rated by others rather than by the FLE (b=-.25, p<.001) and (2) focuses on
financial (rather than non-financial) outcomes (b=-.16, p<.01). Similarly, we find that the impact
of OI on FLE extra-role performance is weaker when others (vs. the FLE) provide the performance
rating (b=-.25, p<.05). The focus (customer versus non-customer) of performance outcomes,
however, did not influence the relationship between OI and FLE in- or extra- role performance
(p>.10 for both). Finally, we did not find support (p>.10) for the possibility that market (B2B vs.
B2C), job type (sales vs. service), OI measure, analysis level, or journal quality alter the reported
relationships between OI and FLE performance (both in- and extra- role). Details of these results
are provided in Table 2.4.
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Robustness checks. Correlations between OI and FLE performance in our database
ranged from -.23 to .86. This wide distribution of effects suggests that assessing the potential
influence of outliers on our results is warranted. Toward that end, we employ a procedure that
compares observed and predicted effects to identify potential outliers or influential observations
that may be driving study results (Viechtbauer and Cheung 2010). This procedure uncovered one
potentially influential observation for the OI-FLE in-role performance relationship and one for the
effect of OI on FLE extra-role performance. Hence, we proceeded to compare the results of our
analyses with and without these potential outliers in the sample (Geyskens et al. 2009). As is
summarized in Tables 2.4 and 2.5, study results using the full dataset and those using the reduced
dataset (minus potential outliers) largely yield the same results. We thus conclude that outlier bias
is generally not a concern in our study.
Given that published research may be biased in favor of significant effects, we performed
a publication bias analysis to ascertain the robustness of our results to the “file drawer” problem.
We assessed the potential for such bias using two methods. First, we estimated Rosenthal’s (1979)
fail-safe N, a well-known metric that identifies the number of additional negative (i.e., no effect)
studies that would have to be uncovered to reach the conclusion that no relationship exists between
the variable pairs of interest. The results of this analysis suggest that publication bias is unlikely,
as the fail-safe number is very large (N=99,536 for in-role performance and N=107,396 for extrarole performance).
Second, consistent with Lee, Park, and Koo (2015) we tested for the potential impact of
publication bias by performing a funnel plot analysis, accompanied by a statistical significance
test. Broadly speaking, this analysis indicates whether the size of the OI-performance effect within
each study is related to the study’s sampling error. Results of this analysis reveal that the funnel
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plots for the study sample size and standard errors are generally symmetrical, and that study sample
size is unrelated to the magnitude of the OI-FLE performance relationship (r = .07, p>.10). This
finding thus confirms that study effect sizes are unrelated to sample size or to the precision of
effect estimates, both of which are consistent with the conclusion that publication bias does not
threaten the validity of the study’s findings (Borenstein et al. 2009; Lee, Park, and Koo 2015).
Scenario analysis. The results of our study reveal that the three occupational
characteristics tested – autonomy, competence, and relatedness – each weaken the positive effect
of OI on FLE in-role performance, and that these effects hold regardless of the type of performance
measure employed (financial vs. non-financial) and the rater of the performance (self vs. other).
Following Chang and Taylor (2016), we now perform a scenario analysis to uncover what happens
to the OI-FLE in-role performance relationship under various combinations of these occupational
characteristics (e.g., low autonomy-high competence or low competence-high relatedness).
Specifically, we conduct a series of exploratory meta-regressions that predict the OI-FLE in-role
performance effect9 using a four-level occupational meaningfulness factor (e.g., low autonomylow competence, low autonomy-high-competence, high autonomy-low competence, and high
autonomy-high competence) 10 for the three possible occupational characteristics combinations
(autonomy-competence, autonomy-relatedness, and competence-relatedness). As is illustrated in
Figure 2.2, the results of these analyses generally suggest that the three occupational characteristics
act in a synergistic fashion, such that: (1) “high-high” job characteristic combinations (e.g., high

9

Similar analyses were not conducted on the OI-FLE extra-role performance relationship
because only relatedness was found to be a significant moderator of that effect.
10

The factor was created by applying a median split to the occupational characteristics scores
and then creating the high-low combinations by crossing two variables at a time. For each
variable pair, the meta regression analysis was repeated four times, each time using a different
group (e.g., high autonomy-low competence) as the bassline. All the scenario analyses control
for the measurement factors ‘performance type’ and ‘rater.’
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autonomy-high competence) maximize the amount of meaningfulness inherent in the work, (2)
when the meaning provided by the work itself is maximized, FLE motivation to repay the firm for
the social-emotional benefits derived from OI are reduced and, thus, so too are OI’s performance
benefits, and (3), by extension, investments in building and maintaining FLE OI are likely to
improve in-role performance when either autonomy, competence, or relatedness are relatively low.
In the Figure 2.2 graphs, these conclusions are illustrated by the right-most bars which show that
“high-high” work characteristic combinations consistently lead to the lowest OI-FLE in-role
performance effect (p<.05). Finally, the scenario analysis also revealed that two mismatched
conditions (low autonomy-high competence and low relatedness-high competence) resulted in the
strongest effects of OI on IRP. While this finding must be interpreted with caution due to small
cell sizes (k≤3), it implies that OI may be most important when FLEs are asked to perform complex
or challenging work and other aspects of the work undermine the experience of meaningfulness
from the work itself as may occur, for example, in the case of personal financial advisors (low
autonomy-high competence) or flight attendants (low relatedness-high competence). This pattern
of effects is evident in the second bar from the left on the first and third graphs in Figure 2.2.

2.4 General Discussion
Although OI has been found to be a strong determinant of FLE in- and extra- role
performance, prior research is silent regarding how occupational characteristics affect this
relationship. To address this oversight, we conduct a meta-analysis of the OI frontline literature,
and find that the impact of OI on FLE in-role performance is weaker in those jobs that provide
FLEs with a sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and that the effect of OI on FLE
extra-role performance is less susceptible to the influence of these occupational characteristics.
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These findings have important implications for marketing theory and practice, which we discuss
next.
2.4.1 Implications for Theory
All frontline jobs are not created equal. Frontline jobs, be they sales- or services- focused,
share numerous similarities rooted in the boundary-spanning nature of customer contact roles.
Given these similarities, there is an increased interest in developing an integrated body of
knowledge on frontline marketing that offers insights which can cut across different types of
frontline jobs (Singh et al., 2017). Leveraging the unique vantage point afforded by meta-analytic
techniques, this study represents a step in that direction by examining how differences in the type
of work performed across frontline jobs affects the OI-FLE performance relationship. Our findings
reveal that while commonly-used frontline job categorization schemes (e.g., sales vs. service or
B2B vs. B2C) do not help explain heterogeneity in the OI-FLE performance relationship,
accounting for the characteristics of the work itself does. As such, our study’s findings suggest
that while all frontline jobs are not created equal, a broad construal of the source of these
differences (e.g., B2B sales vs. B2C sales) may be inadequate for establishing how phenomena of
interest operate across varied frontline contexts.
The simultaneous experience of autonomy, competence, and relatedness underlies the
meaningfulness of frontline work. Building on work motivation theories, this study posited that
FLEs experience work as meaningful when the job affords them the opportunity to experience
autonomy, competence, and relatedness at work (Gagné and Deci 2005). All three of these job
characteristics were found to moderate the OI-FLE in-role performance relationship. Moreover,
our scenario analyses revealed that these work characteristics work in concert (rather than in
isolation) to influence FLE work outcomes. Interestingly, relatedness was found to be the only
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moderator of the OI-FLE extra-role relationship (also exerting a weakening effect). While it is
possible that relatedness can act in isolation to influence the OI-FLE extra role performance
relationship by enhancing work meaningfulness, the results for the OI-FLE in-role performance
effect call this conclusion into question. Hence, we postulate that the weakening effect of
relatedness on the OI-FLE extra-role relationship may be due to factors other than work
meaningfulness. For instance, it is possible that strong FLE bonds with customers (indicated by
relatedness) constrain the amount of time and effort workers can expend on discretionary activities
directed toward the firm. Future research should explore this and other possibilities as a way of
reconciling the divergent findings we obtained in our study regarding the moderating role of job
characteristics on the OI-FLE in-role versus extra-role performance relationship.
Social exchange theory offers a useful theoretical lens for understanding the role of
OI in the frontlines. Much of the research on OI is rooted in social identity theory, which predicts
a synergistic interaction between OI and contextual factors that enhance work meaningfulness
(Guevara and Ord 1996). Our findings, however, are most consistent with social exchange theory,
which argues that a weakening effect is more likely because an FLE’s felt need to repay the firm
for meaningful employment will be diminished when part of the meaningfulness experienced
stems from the occupation itself (Masterson et al. 2000). Our findings thus suggest that social
exchange theory may be useful for understanding OI as a phenomenon, especially in frontline
contexts. We surmise that highly identified employees may be the exception not the rule across
many types of frontline jobs (with employees at firms like Zappos being the noteworthy exception).
Consequently, FLEs tend to view the social-emotional benefits provided by OI as unexpected or
unusual for a frontline job, and thus engage in performance-enhancing behaviors intended to repay
the firm for this uncommon benefit. The findings of our study, however, may not hold in other
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lines of work (e.g., “high tech” jobs in Silicon Valley) where employees are accustomed to some
combination of OI and work that is meaningful (e.g., engineers at Google). Hence, the
generalizability of our findings to non-frontline occupations should be explored in future research.
FLE in-role performance is more susceptible to the influence of work characteristics
than extra-role performance. Except for relatedness – whose effect may be attributable to factors
other than work meaningfulness – the meaning-infusing job characteristics examined in this
research had no effect on the OI-FLE extra-role performance relationship (importantly, our
alternative measure of work meaningfulness supports this same conclusion). These job
characteristics did, however, have a marked and consistent effect on the OI-FLE in-role
performance relationship. We believe these differences are not coincidental, but rather related to
core differences in how the constructs are operationalized in frontline research. In the case of FLEs,
in-role performance often captures a customer-focused outcome (i.e., captures how well FLEs
serve customers). As such, if the work FLEs do with customers is inherently meaningful, other
potential motivators of that work (OI included) are less likely to influence their performance. In
contrast, extra-role performance measures tend to typically capture firm-focused FLE behaviors.
That is, they are concerned with behaviors that affect the organizational community and people in
it. Hence, the nature of the work itself is less likely to impinge on the OI-extra role performance
relationship; that is, if FLEs attach value to membership in the community, the work itself should
not have an incremental effect on how they behave towards the community and its members.
2.4.2 Implications for Practice
To managers, our study results offer valuable guidance regarding when investments in
frontline employee OI are likely to pay-off and what type of job outcomes are most affected by
such investments. First, our research suggests that ‘what we do’ (i.e., the type of work performed)
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and ‘where we do it’ (i.e., OI), both contribute to work meaningfulness, and, as such, have
implications for FLE performance. Importantly, our study recognizes that while managers can
influence some aspects of what FLEs ‘do,’ the specific demands (e.g., customer needs, use of
technology) of the frontline work environment naturally limit the amount of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness FLEs can experience at work. As such, managers should be aware
that, in many types of jobs (e.g., fast food service, retails sales, customer support), investments in
OI represent the most viable avenue for infusing work with meaningfulness, and, thus, motivating
FLEs. However, we caution managers that building and maintaining OI among FLEs is likely to
be a costly endeavor due to the high turnover rate among FLEs and the reliance on temporary work
in many frontline contexts (Rust and Verhoef 2005). As such, initiatives to improve OI should not
be undertaken without the full support of organizational leadership and a long-term planning
horizon.
Second, when only main effects are considered, OI appears to be an equally effective
investment for enhancing FLE in-role and extra- role performance. While the mean effect of OI
on FLE extra-role performance (r = .46) is significantly larger than the mean effect of OI on FLE
in-role performance (r = .30), this significant difference largely dissipates when performance rater
(self vs. others) is accounted for. Specifically, when performance is self-rated, the effect (b) of OI
on in-role performance is .47 and on extra-role performance is .56. In contrast, when performance
is rated by others, the effect (b) of OI on in-role performance is .22 and on extra-role performance
is .28. More importantly, however, our findings also reveal that when frontline work is inherently
meaningful (i.e., provides the FLE with an opportunity to experience autonomy, competence, and
relatedness), the effect of OI on FLE extra-role performance is larger than its effect on FLE in-role
performance, even after accounting for rater effects. This finding thus suggests that managers
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should invest in building and maintaining FLE OI when improving extra-role performance is the
goal, or when FLEs have limited opportunity to experience a sense of autonomy, competence, or
relatedness at work and the desire is to improve workers’ in-role performance. To illustrate, based
on our findings and mean job characteristic ratings, we conclude that OI is most likely to improve
FLE in-role performance when they work as customer contact personnel in a call center, fast food
restaurant, retailer, hotel, travel agency, or bank. In contrast, investments in OI are less likely to
improve FLE in-role performance among those who work as health care providers (including
physicians, nurses, and physical therapists), educators, or providers of high-tech services.
2.4.3 Limitations and Future Research
The findings and limitations of our work suggest several additional avenues for future
research. First, our meta-analytic study design made it possible for us to examine how the effects
of OI influence FLE performance across a multitude of occupations. While this represents an
important extension of prior work (which has been conducted using narrow samples that consider
only one job at a time), it would be fruitful to combine our approach with that of prior studies.
That is, a study that simultaneously considers how the OI-FLE performance relationship varies as
a function of (1) organizationally-controlled factors (e.g., servant leadership), and (2) occupational
characteristics (e.g., occupational meaningfulness) would be valuable because it would allow us
to more clearly establish the relative impact that managers and occupational attributes have on
FLE performance. Second, while our predictions are rooted in established theory, our reliance on
available evidence did not allow us to directly test whether the proposed psychological
mechanisms account for the observed pattern of effects. Hence, research designed to explore the
antecedents and consequences associated with meaning in work and meaning at work would be
most useful. Finally, OI is a multi-dimensional construct that consists of cognitive (e.g., awareness
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of group membership) and emotional (e.g., a sense of pride and value attached to membership)
components (Lam and Liu 2014). Due to a lack of studies, our meta-analysis did not consider how
the separate dimensions of OI influence FLE job performance. Given our finding that the OI-job
characteristics interaction has different effects on in-role and extra-role performance, a logical
extension of this study would be to examine if the moderating effects isolated in this study depend
on the aspect of OI measured. For example, it is possible that the affective dimension of OI
influences extra-role performance more than in-role performance or that the affective dimension
of OI interacts with job characteristics but the cognitive dimension does not. Future research
should explore these possibilities to provide a more nuanced understanding of why and when OI
is most likely to enhance work meaningfulness, and, by extension, FLE work motivation and
performance.
2.4.4 Concluding Remarks
This study leverages meta-analytic evidence to explore how the meaningfulness FLEs
experience at work (OI) and the meaningfulness they experience from the work itself
(operationalized in terms of job characteristics) combine to influence their job performance. The
study results reveal that these two sources of meaningfulness do not act synergistically; rather, the
effect of meaning at work (OI) on FLE in-role performance is weakened when the work itself is
meaningful, while the effect of OI on FLE extra-role performance is largely unaffected by the
meaningfulness of the work. Overall, the study findings offer insight as to when firms are most
likely to benefit from providing meaning at work (OI), and represent a small but important step
towards an integrated, generalizable body of knowledge on the drivers of FLE performance.
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Appendix A: Tables
Table 2.1: Knowledge Gaps about the OI-FLE Performance Relationship Addressed in This Study
Knowledge Gap

Prior Research

This Study

Select References

1. Which frontline occupations
are more likely to benefit from
investments in organizational
identification (OI)?

-Examines how organizational and
supervisory factors affect the OI-FLE
performance relationship
-Relies on narrow samples that
investigate OI’s effects within a single
job and, typically, also within a single
firm
-Given reliance on narrow samples,
cannot offer generalizable guidance as to
OI’s impact on FLE performance across
frontline occupations

-Frontline employees are motivated by
meaningful work
-OI and work characteristics (an
occupational factor) both influence
experienced meaningfulness and, thus, FLE
motivation and performance
-OI is most beneficial in those occupations
that are lacking in meaningfulness (i.e.,
occupations that are low in autonomy,
competence, or relatedness)

Hall et al. (2016);
Hekman, Knippenberg &
Pratt (2016); Lam, Liu &
Loi (2016); Van Dick et
al. (2008); Wieseke et al.
(2009)

2. How do contextual factors
affect the relationship between
organizational identification
(OI) and frontline employee
(FLE) performance?

-Supportive contexts enhance
performance benefits of OI (i.e.,
identified FLEs perform better if they
also feel supported)
-Positive interaction effect results from
the psychological alignment derived from
identifying with a firm that is also
supportive

-OI makes work meaningful for FLEs (i.e.,
provides them with a psychological benefit)
that FLEs reciprocate by expending effort
on behalf of the firm
-If the frontline work itself is meaningful,
the OI-FLE performance is attenuated
because FLE felt need to reciprocate firmprovided benefits is reduced

Bell & Menguc (2002);
Heckman et al. (2009);
Löhndorf &
Diamantopoulos (2014);
Rapp et al. (2015);
Thakor & Joshi (2005);
Wieseke et al (2007);

3. What is the relative impact
of organizational identification
(OI) on frontline employee
(FLE) in-role versus extra-role
performance?

-Because of differences in the roles FLEs
perform, in-role and extra-role
performance have been operationalized
using a variety of metrics
-FLE OI-IRP and OI-ERP relationships
are not commonly explored jointly
-Unclear which specific FLE performance
outcomes are most affected by OI and
whether context alters the relative impact
of OI on IRP versus ERP

-First meta-analysis of the OI-performance
relationship among FLEs
-OI’s effect on in-role and extra-role
performance is comparable in magnitude
once rater (self vs. other) is accounted for
-OI-extra-role performance effect is less
susceptible to moderating effect of
occupational characteristics
-Differences in the focus of in- and extrarole performance measures may explain
why context affects one outcome but not
the other

Lee, Park, and Koo
(2015); Riketta (2005)
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Table 2.2: Descriptive Statistics and Inter-Construct Correlations for Occupational
Characteristics
Mean

SD

ICC(1)

1

1. Autonomy (A)

2.72

0.66

.54

--

2. Competence (C)

3.49

1.01

.69

0.45

--

3. Relatedness (R)

3.72

.80

.56

0.43

0.63

--

4. Average ACR

3.30

0.78

--

0.72

0.89

0.84

--

51.03

20.06

--

0.66

0.61

0.41

0.68

5. Meaningfulness Alt

2

3

4

5

--

Notes: SD = standard deviation; ICC(1) = intra-class correlation coefficient; Autonomy, competence and relatedness
were all measured on 5 point scales; Average ACR = average of the autonomy, competence, and relatedness scores
for the occupation; Meaningfulness Alt = alternative measure of work meaningfulness obtained from payscale.com.
All correlations presented in the matrix are statistically significant (p<.01, two-tailed).
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Table 2.3: Meta-Analytic Correlations for the Study Samples (H1)
Robustness Analysis (Mean r)
Less
Less
IRP Outlier
ERP Outlier

Number of
Samples

Number of
Effects

Number of
Observations

Mean r

95% CI

Q Value

I2

OI-Performance

77

140

67,257

.36***

(.31, .44)

5607.75

97.52

.36***

.35***

OI-IRP

51

85

42,983

.30***

(.25, .37)

2096.05

95.99

.29***

--

OI-ERP

39

55

24,274

.46***

(.39, .60)

2315.31

97.67

--

.45***

Focal Relationship

Notes: Performance = IRP and ERP combined; IRP = in-role performance; ERP = extra-role performance; Mean r = average meta-analytic correlation across
samples; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval for the meta-analytic correlation; Number of observations = total sample sizes from which the mean correlations
were derived; Q value = Cochran’s Q, an indicator of effect heterogeneity across studies; I2= percent of variation across studies due to effect heterogeneity as
opposed to chance. Refer to the text for a description of the outlier analysis (one apparent outlier was identified for the OI-IRP relationship and one for the OIERP relationship).
*** p <.001 (two-tailed)
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Table 2.4: Results of Meta-Regression Moderation Analyses Used to Test of H2 and H3
OI Effect on
IRP
Moderator
Occupational
Characteristics≠
Autonomy
Competence
Relatedness
Performance Attributes
Rater: self=0, other=1
Type: non-financial=0,
financial=1
Focus: non-customer=0,
customer=1
Nature of exchange
Market: B2B=0, B2C=1
Job type: sales=0, service=1,
mixed=0
sales=0, service=0,
mixed=1
Study Characteristics
OI Measure: other=0, Mael
& Ashforth = 1
Analysis level: aggregate=0,
individual = 1
Journal impact factor
(continuous)

α

Robustness Check (OI Effect Less
Outliers)
ERP

b

α

IRP
b

α

ERP
b

α

b

.70***
.73***
.80***

-.09*
-.07**
-.09*

.63**
.81***
.92***

-.02
-.07
-.10*

.70***
.72***
.79***

-.09*
-.07*
-.08*

.62*
.83***
.91***

-.02
-.07
-.10*

.47***
.35***

-.25***
-.16**

.57***
--

-.25*
--

.46***
.34***

-.24***
-.16**

.56***
--

-.24*
--

.27***

.09

.49***

.10

.26***

.09

.48***

.10

.34***
.31***

-.04
-.02
.03

.29
.47***

.23
.04
-.02

.29***
.31***

.03
-.03
-.03

.29
.47***

.21
.03
-.03

.34**

-.05

.54***

-.07

.33***

-.05

.54***

-.08

.26**

.05

.65***

-.18

.26***

.05

.65**

-.19

.42***

-.04

.53***

-.02

.41***

-.04

.53***

-.02

Notes: IRP = in-role performance; ERP = extra-role performance; α = random effects intercept; b= random effects
regression coefficient. A significant b indicates statistical support for the moderating effect in question. Autonomy
was measured using a reverse-scaled item; we recoded the item for analysis purposes such that high scale scores
now represent “high” autonomy and low scale scores now represent “low” autonomy. Measures of ERP are nonfinancial only; hence, moderation effects for “Type” are not possible. The 0/1 codes in the left-most column reflect
how the dummy variables were coded for analysis purposes.
≠ The variables ‘Rater’ and ‘Type’ were included in all analyses that were used to evaluate the moderating effect of
each of the occupational characteristics. This was done to determine if observed moderation effects are robust to the
type of IRP or ERP measure employed. Other potential control variables (e.g., ‘Market” ‘Job type’) were not
included in these analyses because they failed to account for any heterogeneity in the OI-FLE performance
relationship when tested separately.
*p < .05 , ** p <.01, *** p <.001 (two-tailed)
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Table 2.5: Meta-Regression Moderation Results Using Alternative Measures of Meaningfulness
OI Effect on
IRP
Moderator
Alternative Measure 1≠
Direct Measure of
Meaningfulness
Rater: self=0, other=1
Type: financial=0, nonfinancial=1
Alternative Measure 2≠
Mean of Occupational
Characteristics
Rater: self=0, other=1
Type: financial=0, nonfinancial=1

α
.67***

Robustness Check (OI Effect Less
Outliers)
ERP

b
-.42*

α
.66***

-.20***
-.10*

.87***

-.12**

IRP
b

-.15

α
.66***

-.27*
--

.83***

-.10
-.22***

-.11
-.25***
--

ERP
b

-.42*

α
.66***

-.20***
-.10*

.87***

-.12**
-.09
-.21***

b
-.17
-.26*
--

.92***

-.10
-.25*
--

Notes: IRP = in-role performance; ERP = extra-role performance. Direct measure of meaningfulness = occupational
meaningfulness score obtained from national survey of United States workers by payscale.com. Mean of
occupational characteristics = (autonomy + competence + relatedness)/3; α = random effects intercept, b= random
effects regression coefficient. A significant b indicates statistical support for the moderating effect in question.
Measures of ERP are non-financial only; hence, moderation effects for “Type” are not possible. The 0/1 codes in the
left-most column reflect how the dummy variables were coded for analysis purposes.
≠ The variables ‘Rater’ and ‘Type’ were included in the analyses that were used to evaluate the moderating effect of
the alternative measures of occupational meaningfulness. This was done to determine if observed moderation effects
are robust to the type of IRP or ERP measure employed. Other potential control variables (e.g., ‘Market” ‘Job type’)
were not included in these analyses because they failed to account for any heterogeneity in the OI-FLE performance
relationship when tested separately.
*p < .05 , ** p <.01, *** p <.001 (two-tailed)
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Appendix B: Figures

Figure 2.1: Meta-Analytic Framework
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Figure 2.2: Results of Scenario Analysis

Notes: Graph bars identified by the same letter are statistically equivalent (p>.10). For example, the effect of OI on
FLE performance is lower in the high competence and high relatedness group (marked as ‘c’) than in the low
competence and low relatedness group (marked as ‘a’). k = number of unique effects per cell
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Chapter 3 Too Close to Be True: Impact of Distal Customer Story on Service Encounter
Expectations
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Abstract
Due to the uncertainty and unpredictability of any given service encounter, potential
customers often read other customers' stories in online reviews before they choose a service
provider. These stories include details about the storyteller, such as where she or he (i.e., the
reviewer) lives and when she or he experienced the service encounter. These details can make the
reader feel near to, or far from the service experiences described in the story. In this study, we
investigate the impact of this feeling near or far—psychological distance—on service encounter
expectations and its underlying mechanism. Drawing from construal level theory (CLT), we
hypothesize distal story effects mechanism: psychologically distant story enhances service
encounter expectations through narrative transportation, the mental state of being transported to
the story. We also hypothesize a boundary condition for this mechanism such that distal story
effects hold for those who have high need for cognition (NFC) when they evaluate intangible
services, but the effects are reversed for those who have low NFC or for tangible services
evaluations. We test these hypotheses using multiple methods, including customer story analysis
using Yelp.com online review data and a series of experiments testing distal story effects in more
controlled settings. Across the four studies, we find consistent support for our hypotheses. We
contribute to the service marketing literature by revealing how customers' distal stories can
positively influence customers' service encounters expectations.
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3.1 Introduction
Stories convey human experiences (Levine 2017). Thus, storytelling, as a means of
conveying customer consumption experiences, has generated considerable attention from
practitioners and the popular press (DeMers 2015). For example, Proctor and Gamble reportedly
pushed their product sales by actively organizing a group of consumers to tell their consumptionexperience stories to prospective customers (Wells 2004). Customer story effects are well observed
in the service industry as well. It is estimated that about 142 million people visit the customer
review site Yelp.com to read other customers’ stories every month; thus, managing customer
reviews could be the key to the success of a business, particularly for service providers
(JPMorganChaseVoice 2017). Accordingly, many of them encourage their customers to share their
service experiences through online platforms (e.g., reviews on Yelp or Trip Advisor) and to pass
them along to other potential customers (Black and Kelley 2016; Umashankar, Ward, and Dahl
2017).
Thanks to the development of all kinds of online communication, the sharing of customer
stories in the form of online reviews has become a common type of storytelling, with great
significance for business success (Moore 2012). Abundant literature in the area of customer online
reviews has examined the impact of reviews on consumer purchases (Chen and Xie 2008),
consumer decision making (Vermeulen and Seegers 2009), and business revenue in general (Liu
2006). In these literature streams, researchers mainly take a perspective that sees customer stories
as a type of content that conveys rich product information (Chen and Xie 2008). However,
storytelling literature suggests that there could be more to the customer story in online reviews.
Researchers in the area of storytelling suggests that customer story takes many forms and
online reviews can be one of them (Pulizzi 2012). Using the terms “narratives,” “stories,” and
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“word-of-mouth” interchangeably as if they are synonyms (Volkman and Parrott 2012),
researchers define a story as a “storyteller’s account of an event leading to a transition from an
initial state to a later state or outcome,” and suggests key story elements: characters, plot, setting,
climax, and outcomes (Bennett and Royle 2004; Van Laer, Visconti, and Wetzels 2014). Also,
researchers have found that the process that the story achieves persuasion is distinct from dominant
information processing model such as elaboration likelihood model (Escalas 2007; Petty,
Cacioppo, and Schumann 1983), which generates unintentional affective responses and thus have
greater enduring effects than the simple conveyance of product information (Van Laer, Visconti,
and Wetzels 2014). In summary, extant storytelling literature suggests that we need to take the
storytelling approach to investigate our phenomenon of interests, the impact of customer story in
online review which conveys sequences of service encounter experiences.
However, extant storytelling literature provides limited empirical evidence for the
predictions of customer story effects in online reviews. As illustrated in Table 3.1, researchers
mainly have examined the cues or format in the advertisement to test the story effects. For example,
Adaval and Wyer (1998) find that story format (vs. unorganized list format) in the printed ad
(brochure) is more influential in a consumers’ choice. Phillips and McQuarrie (2010) show that
aesthetic properties of ads (e.g., grotesque imagery) achieve persuasion by transporting consumers
into the world of the story in the ads. On the other hand, focusing on the individual’s information
processing, research documents that story influences story receivers’ attitudes or behavior through
narrative transportation, defined as mental state being carried away by a story (Van Laer, Visconti,
and Wetzels 2014). For example, Green, Brock, and Kafuman (2004) demonstrate that extent of
transportation augments story-consistent beliefs. Similarly, Escalas (2004) shows that mental
simulation of a story in the ad plays a crucial role in generating favorable effects on ad attitude or
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brand evaluations. In sum, extant literature provides a theoretical ground for the story effects
mechanism, narrative transportation. However, research has lack of implications on the role of
unique components of customer story in online reviews. Moreover, managerially-relevant
boundary conditions for story effects has not been clearly revealed yet. In this study, we fill this
gap by examining the role of commonly observed story components in customer online reviews,
proximal and temporal distances that evokes psychological distances. Our investigations on these
story components and boundary conditions of story effects are quite novel, thus contributes to the
understanding of story effects in the form of customer review.
When potential customers read other customers’ stories (online reviews), they learn not
only general information about the service provider, but also the identity of the storyteller (i.e., the
main character in the story) and details about their personal experiences (Black and Kelley 2016).
For example, customer stories in the form of online reviews are likely to involve a timeframe (e.g.,
recently vs. a long time ago) and a location at which the event occurred (e.g., in-town vs. out-oftown). We posit that this information evokes feelings of nearness to, or farness from the story in
terms of time and place. In this study, we argue that these feelings near to, or far from the events,
a phenomenon defined as psychological distance, affects the favorable or unfavorable service
encounter expectations.
We examine customers’ service encounter expectations as an outcome variable due to their
managerial and theoretical importance. A service encounter is defined as the moment that a
customer contacts a service provider (Bitner 1990); a positive service encounter mainly consists
of enjoyable customer-employee interactions such as a rapport or specific positive behaviors of
the contact employee (Bitner, Booms, and Mohr 1994; Gremler and Gwinner 2008). Thus, service
literature suggests that customer-employee rapport indicates positive service encounter. Because
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service encounters predict perceived service quality (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1988) and
determine a customer’s choice of service provider (Kirmani et al. 2017), they are an important
outcome variable for a service organization. To attract customers, positive service encounter
expectations should be conveyed to prospective customers. However, this is not always easy due
to their intangible, abstract, and experiential nature. Moreover, customers are able to evaluate
service encounter only after service consumption occurs. Hence, in this study, we suggest that
customer stories could be an effective way of conveying positive future service-encounter
experiences, because other customers’ stories help prospective customers (story receivers) project
their service encounter with a service provider of their choice.
Building on construal level theory (CLT), we propose that stories that create psychological
distance (i.e., distal stories) enhance narrative transportation by inducing high construal, which
facilitates the story receivers’ detachment from their previous real-world experiences. Increased
narrative transportation, in turn, leads customers to expect service encounter consistent with the
protagonist of the story. Thus, in our theorization, we assume that an enhanced service encounter
expectation influenced by the distal story is a protagonist-consistent one. We will also examine
the boundary conditions of these distal story effects.
We theorize that distal story effects are jointly moderated by service tangibility and
individuals’ need for cognition (NFC). Particularly, we hypothesize that distal story effects hold
only when those who have high NFC evaluate intangible services. As illustrated by Ding and Keh
(2017), the intangible attributes of a service provider yields high construal, thus facilitates narrative
transportation. Similarly, high NFC could facilitate narrative transportation since those with high
NFC enjoy thinking and thus prefer the exertion of thoughts on disconnecting themselves from a
real world and putting themselves into the scene in the story (Green et al. 2008). As such,
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intangibility and high NFC serve as the optimal conditions for distal story effects. In contrast, we
anticipate distal story effects to be reversed for those with low NFC or for tangible service
encounter expectations. Those with low NFC rely on proximal (distal) story in projecting service
encounter because they do not enjoy thinking thus they are less likely to exert thoughts on
simulating the scene of a distal story (Green et al. 2008). Hence, narrative transportation is less
likely to occur to them. Similarly, we hypothesize reversed distal story effects for tangible service
expectations as well. We theorize that distal story enhances narrative transportation by increasing
abstractness of service encounter. When service encounter is tangible, story receivers are likely to
rely on concrete information to expect their interactions with tangible service provider (Darke et
al. 2016), thus their service encounter projection is likely to be based on proximal (vs. distal) story.
We contribute to the storytelling literature by providing novel empirical evidence of
boundary conditions for an underlying mechanism of story effects. To the extent of our knowledge,
our study is the first to examine the boundary conditions of story effects in relation to types of
service. Also, we demonstrate the joint impacts of psychological distance, the intangibility of a
service encounter, and individual NFC on service encounter evaluations, which could have
managerial implications for various types of service provider.
Second, this study contributes to theory extension. We expand the CLT literature by linking
psychological distances with narrative transportation theory in explaining distal story effects.
Unlike prior research, which has predominantly examined story effects using transportation theory,
we employ CLT to explore the underlying process and boundary conditions of storytelling effects.
Our findings reveal that high construal induced by a story facilitates narrative transportation and
thereby governs the distal story effects that we hypothesize.
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Third, we contribute to the service marketing literature by revealing determinants of service
encounter expectations. Although service encounter expectation is critical to attract prospective
customers, prior service literature mostly has studied service encounter evaluations after service
encounter occurred, focusing on specific behaviors of service employees such as employee’s
responsiveness to customer concerns (Bitner, Booms, and Tetreault 1990). We reveal that
customers’ distal story enhances service encounter expectations before service encounter occurs
by facilitating projections of service encounter. This is a novel finding and sheds light on the
determinants of service encounter expectations by suggesting that non-behavioral elements can
have a significant impact on future service encounter expectations.
Furthermore, this study has important managerial implications by showing that customer
stories with psychological distance benefit service providers that offer intangible services that
require an enjoyment of thinking or imagination (e.g., an amusement park, vacation destination,
or venue for special occasions). However, distal story effects do not hold for service providers that
offer tangible services (e.g., product repair services).
The remainder of this study is organized as follows. First, we define psychological distance
in these stories in the light of CLT. Next, we link CLT and transportation theory to predict a distal
story effects mechanism and the boundary conditions, followed by hypotheses. We take multiple
methods of approach in testing our predictions. In Study 1, we analyze the contents of real
customer stories from Yelp.com online reviews to test the relationship between psychological
distance and service encounter expectations. We operationalize psychological distance as spatial
distance, based on the locations of the storyteller (i.e., reviewer) and service provider. To measure
the outcome of distal story effects, we count helpfulness ratings. We also further examine the story
elements of customer online reviews to confirm that customer online review is a form of
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storytelling using online channels. Studies 2−4 utilize an experimental design in which participants
read an online review, like a story, and expect service encounter. In Study 2, we operationalize
psychological distance using spatial distance, as we do in Study 1. The results provide evidence
that narrative transportation is an underlying mechanism of distal story effects. Study 3 replicates
the distal story effects mechanism found in Study 2, but operationalizes psychological distance as
temporal distance instead of spatial distance. Study 4 attempts to reveal the boundary conditions
of the mechanism of distal story effects. It finds that the distal story and narrative transportation
relationship is moderated by the interaction of service encounter tangibility and individual’s NFC.
We conclude with discussions of the implications of our findings, limitations of our study, and
suggestions for future research.

3.2 Theoretical Background
3.2.1 Construal Level Theory and Psychological Distance
Construal level theory (CLT) gives an account of how psychological distance influences
individuals’ thoughts and behavior (Trope, Liberman, and Wakslak 2007). Psychological distance
is defined as the degree to which an object or event is perceived to be distant or proximal in terms
of spatial location, temporal difference, social closeness, or likelihood of occurrence of (i.e., here
vs. there, now vs. future, me vs. others, likely vs. unlikely; Trope and Liberman 2010). As such,
CLT literature contends that psychological distance has four dimensions and that each of the
dimensions have similar construal effects (Trope and Liberman 2010).
The fundamental premise of CLT is that psychological distance yields construal effects
(Förster, Friedman, and Liberman 2004). That is, a psychologically distant event is construed at a
high level thus increases abstractness and drives customers’ preference toward abstract over
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concrete values. The reverse holds for psychologically proximal events. Abundant similar findings
from CLT literature supports this idea. For example, Fujita et al. (2008) demonstrate that the future
(vs. recent) purchases lead to preferential attention toward abstract (vs. concrete) features of a
product. Hansen and Wänke (2011) show that luxury (vs. ordinary) products increases
psychological distances thus they are evaluated as being more luxurious when described by
abstract (vs. concrete) words. Similary, Yan and Sengupta (2011) find that consumers’ reliance on
price-quality hueristics(i.e., generalized abstraction of a consumers’ many observations) will be
enhanced when judgement is psychologically distant (vs. close). Although these studies provide
theoretical underpinnings for our prediction, outcome variables of CLT studies focus on attitudes,
evaluations, or choices in response to the advertising message (See Table 3.1). It remains unclear
whether CLT will show the same effects in shaping expectations for future event.
In summary, the CLT literature provides the theoretical grounds for our distal story effects
predictions. We argue that a great psychological distance increases abstractness and yields high
construal, thus facilitate story receivers’ narrative transportation, experience of being transported
from the real-world into a story-world (Green and Brock 2000). We further discuss the
development of our hypotheses concerning distal story effects through narrative transportation in
a subsequent section.
3.2.2 Psychological Distance Increases Narrative Transportation
Gerrig (1993) conceptualizes narrative transportation as a state of detachment from the real
world where the story receiver is situated. Similarly, Green and Brock (2000) describe it as the
“story receiver’s experience of being carried away by the story.” By being swept up in a story, the
receivers may lose track of time, fail to notice events going on around them, and see themselves
in the scene of the story (Green et al. 2008). As a result, transported readers are temporarily
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distanced from the real world and put themselves into the scene of action rather than paying
attention to specific details in the story or generating counter arguments on the likelihood of the
occurrence of story events (Green and Brock 2000). This suggests that narrative transportation
occurs more when the story receiver disconnects themselves from the direct real world (Van Laer,
Visconti, and Wetzels 2014) and abstract (vs. concrete) mindset could provide ideal conditions for
narrative transportation .
Grounded on these conceptualizations of narrative transportation, we predict that
psychologically distant customer stories enhance potential customers’ (i.e., story receivers’)
narrative transportation. We argue that psychological distance (Trope, Liberman, and Wakslak
2007) increases abstractness, thus facilitates disconnection from the concrete real world and
accelerates a story receiver’s transportation into an abstract story world. Thus, we hypothesize that
psychologically distant (vs. proximal) stories increase the narrative transportation of story
receivers.
3.2.3 Narrative Transportation Enhances Service Encounter Expectations
When narrative transportation occurs, the storyteller’s customer service experience story
can situate the prospective customer in the scene of the service encounter. The potential customer,
as a result, may experience transformation that modifies their extant perceptions of the real-world
(Phillips and McQuarrie 2010). Indeed, narrative transportation is a persuasion mechanism that
reframes the story receiver’s worldview. Attitudes and intentions developed by such
transformational experiences arguably produce strong enduring effects (Van Laer, Visconti, and
Wetzels 2014). Notably, this mechanism is different from the dual-process model, which is a
dominant theoretical framework in persuasion literature (Green and Brock 2000). Dual-process
models (e.g., the elaboration likelihood model; Petty and Cacioppo 1981) postulate that persuasion
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occurs when a person connects oneself—one’s own experiences or other schemas—to either
superficial cues (i.e., the peripheral route) or an elaborated message (i.e., the central route). In
contrast, under high transportation, individuals are distanced from their previous experiences and
the distinction between the real and story worlds becomes blurred (Green and Brock 2000). In
other words, transportation achieves persuasion by disconnecting receivers from their previous
experiences (Escalas 2004).
In summary, narrative transportation can generate story-consistent attitudes and beliefs in
prospective customers as they see themselves in the scene of a service experience and thus gain
protagonist-consistent perspectives (Van Den Hende and Schoormans 2012). All taken together,
we theorize that distal stories increase narrative transportation, which leads to story-consistent
attitudes and beliefs concerning future service encounters. Formally, we propose the following
distal story effects mechanism.
H1: A distal (vs. proximal) story enhances narrative transportation, which in turn enhances
positive service encounter expectations.
3.2.4 Tangibility and Need for Cognition Moderate Distal Story Effects
Not all stories equally transport all readers. We argue that service encounter tangibility and
the story receiver’s NFC jointly affect our hypothesized distal story effects mechanism. That is,
we predict three-way interaction of psychological distance, tangibility, and NFC in our
hypothesized distal story effects mechanism as illustrated by Figure 3.1.
Recent research has paid attention to the construal effects of service provider tangibility.
In one example, Darke et al. (2016) show that the tangibility of a service provider (i.e., the presence
[vs. absence] of a retailer’s office image on its website) reduces the psychological distance. In
another example, Ding and Keh (2017) demonstrate that consumers with high (vs. low) construal
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rely on intangible (vs. tangible) attributes, such as prompt and responsive services (vs. location or
facility), when they evaluate a service provider. These findings suggest that customers rely on high
construal when they evaluate intangible (vs. tangible) service encounter. Similarly,
psychologically distant event exerts more impact on judgements when they evaluate abstract
information (Yan and Sengupta 2011). We argue that this premise gives us direct implications for
our predictions that intangible service encounter provides conditions for distal story effects on
narrative transportation because intangibility evokes abstract mindset thus customers rely on
abstract distal(vs. concrete proximal) story when they expect service encounters. We predict that
this intangibility effects on distal story which increases narrative transportation hold for those with
high (vs. low) NFC.
Grounded in the idea that NFC is a measure of an individual’s tendency to enjoy thinking
(Zwarun and Hall 2012), Green et al. (2008) found that those who have high (vs. low) NFC are
likely to be more easily transported into a story, since they inherently enjoy thinking and are thus
more willing to imagine the situation and set themselves into a scene of action. Following this line
of reasoning, we suggest that NFC serves as a boundary condition for distal story effects along
with intangibility of service encounter. More specifically, we hypothesize that the distal (vs.
proximal) story enhances narrative transportation only when customers with high NFC evaluate
intangible service encounter (e.g., virtual [vs. face-to-face] service encounters), however this distal
story effects are reversed under conditions where either the customers have low NFC or where the
service encounter is tangible. We anticipate that narrative transportation is less likely occur to
those with low NFC because they do not enjoy thinking; thus, they are less likely to exert thoughts
on placing themselves into the scene of a story. Accordingly, proximal (vs. distal) story exerts
more influence when those with low NFC expect service encounters, hence we anticipate reversed
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distal story effects. With respect to tangibility of service encounter, we argue that customers rely
on concreteness when they expect tangible service encounter, as illustrated by Ding and Keh
(2017), thus concrete proximal story exerts more influence on service encounter expectations; thus
we predict reversed distal story effects for tangible service encounter or as for low NFC. Therefore,
we propose:
H2: The positive effects of a psychologically distant (vs. proximal) story on service
encounter evaluation through narrative transportation (i.e., distal story effects) is jointly
moderated by service encounter tangibility and NFC, such that distal (vs. proximal) story
enhances narrative transportation when customers with high NFC evaluate intangible
service encounters, but this effect will be reversed in conditions where prospective
customers (i.e., story receivers) have low NFC or when they expect tangible services.

3.3 Method and Results
We test these hypotheses in four studies. By analyzing field data from customer review
website Yelp.com, Study 1 confirms that online review is a type of storytelling and examines the
relationship between psychological distance and service encounter expectations in an unobtrusive
field setting. We operationalize psychological distance as spatial distance, measured by reviewer
and service provider locations. We use helpfulness ratings as a proxy of service encounter
expectations evaluation. Studies 2−4 use an experimental design to test story effects in a more
controlled setting and investigate the underlying mechanism of distal effects. We take the scenario
approach and present a customer story in the form of an online customer review. In order to
examine story effects that produce favorable customer outcomes, we use customer stories that
depict positive service experiences. In Study 2, we operationalize psychological distance by
manipulating spatial distance (i.e., stories that occurred out-of-state vs. in-state) and the results
show that distal stories (vs. proximal stories) enhance the narrative transportation of customers,
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which in turn enhances service encounter expectations evaluation. We extend and replicate these
findings in Study 3 by testing another dimension of psychological distance. We operationalize
psychological distance by manipulating temporal distance (i.e., the events occurred earlier today
vs. three years ago). The results of Studies 2 and 3 show evidence of distal story effects on service
encounter expectations through narrative transportation, thus providing support for H1. Finally,
we examine the boundary conditions of distal story effects in Study 4. We find that distal (vs.
proximal) stories enhance narrative transportation when individuals with high NFC evaluate
intangible (vs. tangible) service encounters. As we hypothesized in H2, such distal story effects
hold only for those with high NFC. When individuals have low NFC or when they evaluate
tangible services, distal story effects are reversed (i.e., proximal [vs. distal] story enhances
narrative transportation),
3.3.1 Study 1: Distal Story Effects
The purpose of Study 1 is twofold. First, we attempt to confirm our fundamental
assumption that customer online review is a type of customer story. Second, we try to examine the
impact of the psychological distance evoked by a customer story on customers’ service encounter
expectations in an unobtrusive field setting. To achieve these goals, we analyze, for a given service
provider, customer reviews that we collect from a widely used online review website, Yelp.com.
Method. From among the reviews on Yelp.com, we randomly sampled 384 customer
stories concerning 15 service providers located in two cities. The service providers were in three
different industries; we used a real estate agency (120 reviews), a hair salon (101 reviews), and a
hotel (163 reviews). These industries reflect a range of services in which service encounters are
critical to a customer’s choice of service provider, thereby providing a suitable context to test the
effect of a story on service encounter expectations evaluation. In addition, we collected each

129

reviewer’s location and the number of usefulness ratings provided by other customers who read
the review.
To achieve the purpose of this study, we calculated a story element score to confirm that
customer reviews are a type of story. A review that had more story elements was considered to be
better aligned with the concept of a customer story. To assess the extent to which a customer
review was aligned with our conceptualization of a customer story, we calculated a story-element
score for each review. We coded each of the following story elements in each review: a character,
plot, setting, climax, and outcomes (1 = mentioned, 0 = not mentioned). We followed the
conceptualization of each element set forth by Van Laer, Visconti, and Wetzels (2014). Thus, we
identified the storyteller as a character, the sequence of service encounter events as a plot, the
situation that the storyteller connects to as a setting, and the climax as the modulation of the
dramatic intensity of the plot, including conflict resolution, frustrations, or problems. We identified
the outcomes in terms of the character’s state change as a result of the service experiences,
including the resolution of an unfortunate event by the service provider and the storyteller’s intent
to revisit the provider or recommend them to others. The story element score was calculated by
the total number of story elements mentioned in the customer review. The reviews with higher
scores had more story components.
To achieve the second purpose of this study, we modeled the relationship between
psychological distance and service encounter expectations. We theorized that the service encounter
expectations is a function of psychological distance, after controlling for the story elements in each
review and supplementary information about the service provider, which was provided as written
text in addition to the story. We used the number of usefulness ratings as a proxy for service
encounter expectations, since those who read customer reviews are likely to perceive them as
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useful if the reviews enable them to put themselves into the scene of the service encounter, thereby
helping them develop service encounter expectations.
We operationalized psychological distance as spatial distance. Based on the location of the
reviewer and service provider, we coded it as distal when the service provider and reviewer were
located in different states and proximal when they were in the same state (1 = distal, 0 = proximal).
The reasoning for this coding scheme was the assumption that the readers would naturally feel
near to the service providers, because potential customers usually only read reviews concerning
providers closely located to them or in places they plan to visit. Thus, a great distance between the
service provider and the reviewer was the only way to evoke psychological distance in the story
reader.
In terms of the story components of the reviews, our underlying assumption was that storytype reviews (vs. non-story-type) would have a greater influence on service encounter expectations.
Thus, we used the story element score of each review to control for the story components.
Concerning supplementary information about the service providers, an examination of Yelp
reviews found that photos were attached to some, providing more vivid, detailed information about
service experiences. Also, the total number of reviews for a service provider could bias service
encounter evaluations by providing popularity information (Umashankar, Ward, and Dahl 2017).
Thus, we coded the inclusion of photos (1 = inclusion, 0 = text only) and each service provider’s
total number of reviews to control for supplementary information, which could influence the story
effects. Thus, our model was as follows.

USEFULNESS counts = f (SPATIAL DISTANCE, STORY ELEMENTS SCORE, PHOTO,
TOTAL NUMBER OF REVIEWS)
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Where USEFULNESS (count) = total number of usefulness ratings; SPATIAL
DISTANCE = 1 if reviewer and service provider were in the same state, 0 otherwise; STORY
ELEMENTS SCORE = story elements count; PHOTO = 1 if review includes a photo, 0 otherwise;
TOTAL NUMBER OF REVIEWS = service provider’s total number of reviews.
Results. The story elements score results support the idea that customer review is another
type of storytelling. 69% of customer reviews that we sampled scored 3 or above, which indicates
that about 7 out of 10 online reviews include at least three story elements out of five. Only 6% of
our sampled reviews did not have any story elements, 4% of reviews had only one story element,
and 21% of reviews had two story elements.
We used Poisson regression to test distal story effects; it is appropriate for our model in
that the dependent variable is a count variable (the number of people who rate “usefulness”) and
many “0”s are embedded, meaning the arithmetic mean is low. As such, standard OLS regression
would likely produce distorted results due to the violation of heteroscedasticity and normal
distribution assumptions (Coxe, West, and Aiken 2009), as illustrated in Figure 3.2. Poisson
regression is robust in accommodating violations of the standard OLS assumptions associated with
count variables (Bone et al. 2017). Thus, using Poisson regression, we tested the effect of the
spatial distance of each story on service encounter expectations, controlling for STORY
ELEMENTS SCORE, PHOTO, and TOTAL NUMBER OF REVIEWS. The Poisson regression
of spatial distance on usefulness rating results supported our model (𝜒 2 = 308.514, p < .001, df =
4). After controlling for STORY ELEMENTS SCORE, PHOTO, and TOTAL NUMBER OF
REVIEWS, the results indicate that reviews with distal spatial distance, on average, have 1.325
times as many “useful” counts as reviews with proximal distance (𝑒 281 = 1.325, p <.01). We also
examined which story elements were critical in determining story effects, above and beyond
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psychological distance, by running a Poisson regression controlling for PHOTO, TOTAL
NUMBER OF REVIEWS and SPATIAL DISTANCE. The results suggest that having a climax in
the story (𝑒 852 = 2.345, p < .001) best predicts USEFULNESS, followed by outcomes (𝑒 606 =
1.833, p < .001) and plot (𝑒 393 = 1.481, p < .001).
Discussion. The results of this field study confirm our fundamental assumption that
customer online review is a type of storytelling. That is, most of the customers’ online reviews
took the form of storytelling, having story elements to some extent. The results also illustrate our
hypothesized distal story effects in field settings. Psychological distance (i.e., spatial distance of
the story) influences prospective customers’ utilization of the customer story in their assessments
of service encounter expectations (i.e., usefulness rating). Study 2 investigates the underlying
mechanism of these distal story effects in a more controlled experimental setting.
3.3.2 Study 2: Distal Story Effects on Service Encounters Through Narrative Transportation
Study 1 was designed to give external validity to distal story effects. Study 2 is designed
to reveal the underlying mechanism of distal story effects in a controlled experimental setting. In
particular, we examine narrative transportation as the underlying mechanism of distal story effects.
Another issue we address in Study 2 is the need to rule out any alternative explanations for distal
story effects. Utilizing an experimental design, we ruled out 1) the impact of service provider
reputation, 2) the potential influences of quality, quantity, and the sentiment of reviews on
customers’ responses, and 3) self-selection effects by using fictitious company. Since Study 1 was
conducted in a field setting, each service provider’s extant reputation or name value could have
influenced the effects of customer stories (e.g., consider St. Regis hotel vs. Holiday Inn). The
sentiment and story quality conveyed by each customer review also varied, but these factors are
hard to capture or control using field data. Lastly, the readers self-selected the reviews they read
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to find information about specific services; thus, they might have used the stories to form service
encounter expectations regardless of the extent to which the story appealed to them. Thus, an
experimental design using a scenario approach to manipulate just one factor, psychological
distance, will help us to address self-selection concerns.
Method. Study 2 used an experimental design that randomly selected participants for two
condition groups: distal vs. proximal story. As in Study 1, we operationalized psychological
distance as spatial distance and tested the effects of a story in the form of an online review. The
participants were recruited from the student pool and voluntarily participated in the study in return
for extra credits. Since the participants were current students at the same university, their residence
was bound to a single city. Thus, we could ensure that feelings of proximity (vs. distance)
regarding the town we depicted in each story did not vary across participants. Thus, we concluded
that feeling proximal due to the experiences with the city was not our concern. To enhance realism
in testing the effects of a story in the form of a customer review, we took an online scenario–based
approach, presenting each story in an online-review format. In the scenarios, spatial distance was
manipulated through the storyteller’s location, as in Study 1. In the proximal condition, we
presented a story from a customer living in the same city as the participating university students
(Knoxville, TN), and we used a story from someone living far from the university (in Portland,
Oregon) in the distal condition (dummy-coded, proximal = 0; distal = 1). Participants read stories
adapted from an actual customer review (Lesikar 2015):
Proximal condition:
“I often use the Coffee Café Mobile Order app for my morning coffee routine. I park at my school in
Knoxville, TN, place my order in the parking lot, then walk over to the Coffee Café and pick up my
drink on the way to the class. The app cuts 10 minutes out of my busy morning routine, and helps me
make it to my early morning class on time.”
– Andria Hudson (college student, Knoxville, TN)
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Distal condition:
“I often use the Coffee Café Mobile Order app for my morning coffee routine. I park at my school in
Portland, Oregon, place my order in the parking lot, then walk over to the Coffee Café and pick up my
drink on the way to the class. The app cuts 10 minutes out of my busy morning routine, and helps me
make it to my early morning class on time.”
– Andria Hudson (college student, Portland, Oregon)

After reading the story, participants took a survey to measure the variables of interest.
Participants were asked to imagine that they had arrived at the store and were interacting with an
employee; this was followed by questions about their expected service encounter, measured using
a 7-point Likert scale (7 = strongly agree, 1 = strongly disagree).” Since customer-employee
rapport is a main component of a customer’s service encounter evaluation (Gremler and Gwinner
2000; Winsted 1997), expected service encounter was operationalized using rapport scale adapted
from Gremler and Gwinner (2000); “I would enjoy interacting with the employee,” “The employee
would be related well to me,” and “I would be comfortable interacting with this employee”; 𝛼
= .80). We averaged the three items and used the result as the dependent variable. We measured
narrative transportation, the mediator, with items adapted from Green and Brock (2000).
Participants rated the extent to which they agreed (7 = strongly agree, 1 = strongly disagree) with
the statements, “I could easily picture the events in it taking place,” “I had a vivid image of
Adrian’s situation in the story,” and “My thoughts were fully focused on the story” (𝛼 = .77).
These were followed by items measuring participants’ familiarity with the story topic, and a
demographic question. Narrative transportation literature has found that a story receiver’s prior
knowledge or experience of the story topic (Green 2004) can enhance their narrative transportation
(Green 2004). Also, women reported significantly greater narrative transportation than men (Green
and Brock 2000). Thus, we included questions about the participant’s gender, app familiarity, and
coffee consumption habits at the end of the survey to control for gender and familiarity effects. To
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control familiarity, we asked, “How familiar are you with the use of mobile apps to pay for services
or products?” (7-point scale anchored at “not at all familiar” and “extremely familiar”) and, “How
often do you drink coffee?” (7-point scale anchored at “never” and “always”). At the end of the
survey, we checked spatial distance manipulation by asking, “Where did the event depicted in the
story occur?” (7-point scale anchored at “very far away from me” and “very close to me”).
Analysis and Results. A total of 90 participants completed all the measures necessary for
the analysis. To ensure that the participants read the story, we included a True-or-False memorycheck question (Myer, Thoroughgood, and Mohammed 2016). As a result of this, three participants
were excluded because they didn’t pass the reading check question, so a total of 87 participants
were used for analysis. Of these, 42 participants were randomly assigned to the proximal condition
and 45 participants to the distal condition.
The manipulation check confirmed that participants in the proximal condition perceived
that the events in the story occurred closer to them than those who were in the distal condition
(Mproximal = 5.88 vs. Mdistal = 3.02, F(1, 85) = 42.463, p < .001). We also checked whether
participants in the distal condition used to visit or live in the city (Portland), which could have
influenced our manipulation. Only two participants in the distal condition had visited or lived in
the city depicted in the distal-condition scenario, but having a visiting or living experience did not
have a significant relationship with the mediator, narrative transportation (b = .426, t = .653, p
> .1).
To test the mediation mechanism of H1, we conducted a mediation analysis using Hayes’
(2013) PROCESS macro (Model 4). This assessed the statistical significance of the indirect effects,
while using coffee consumption habit, app familiarity, and gender as covariates to control the

136

potential effects of familiarity and gender 11. In support of H1, the results indicate a significant
indirect effect. The bootstrap procedure generated a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval (CI)
that did not include zero (.0298, .4056) for the indirect effect of spatial distance on service
encounter expectations through narrative transportation (i.e., distal story → narrative
transportation → positive service encounter expectations). The direct relationship between spatial
distance and service encounter evaluation, after accounting for narrative transportation, was
insignificant (t = .70, p = .49, CI = [−.2677, .5551]), which indicates an indirect effect only (i.e.,
full mediation). More specifically, the distal story increased narrative transportation (b = .54, t =
2.39, p = .02), and narrative transportation, in turn, enhanced service encounter expectations (b
= .28, t = 2.91, p < .01).12
Discussion. The results of this study support our hypothesis (H1) that customers who read
a story that evokes greater psychological distance experience a state of narrative transportation,
which leads to a story-consistent service encounter evaluation. The effects were indirect effects
only, which suggests that managers can expect distal story effects only through customers’
transportation into a story; thus, further understanding of how distal stories affect narrative
transportation is needed. Since Studies 1 and 2 tested psychological distance using spatial distance
only, some might question the generalizability of our findings to other dimensions of psychological
distance. To address this concern, we test distal story effects using temporal distance in the next
study, and we replicate our findings.

11

In the distal tory → narrative transportation path, gender and app familiarity was not significant ( t=-.52, p>.1
t=.26, p>1), but app familiarity was significant (t=.33 p<.01) . In the narrative transportation → service encounter
expectation path, none of covariates were significant.
12
The total effect of distal story on service encounter evaluation (i.e., the main effect without accounting for
narrative transportation) was not significant (M proximal = 4.75, SD = .85; Mdistal = 5.01, SD = 1.04; F(1, 82) = 2.033, p
> .1).
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3.3.3 Study 3: Distal Story Effects Through Temporal Distance
We designed Study 3 as an attempt to replicate and generalize the findings of Studies 1 and
2. Since both Study 1 and 2 operationalized psychological distance as spatial distance, this study
tests distal story effects by manipulating the temporal distance of the story. Since temporal distance
is another of the psychological distance dimensions that show the same construal effects (Trope,
Liberman, and Wakslak 2007), we expect that temporal distance in a customer story will result in
the same distal story effects mechanism as spatial distance. Another goal of Study 3 is to provide
important managerial implications. A customer’s story typically pertains to temporal distance
because it is based on experiences in the past (whether the events happened this morning or a
couple of years ago). One might think that more recent events have greater influence, but CLT
predicts the opposite. Thus, it is both theoretically and managerially important to confirm that
spatial distance story effects hold in a temporal-distance context as well.
Method. As in Study 2, Study 3 utilized a one-way between-subject design with a twolevel between-participant factor (psychological distance: proximal vs. distal). We took a scenariobased approach in an online setting. To diversify the participants, this time we recruited a total of
70 participants from Amazon Mechanical Turk. From them, we excluded 9 participants who didn’t
pass the reading-check questions, resulting in a final sample size of 61 for our analysis. Participants
read a 70-word customer story about a service experience of using a mobile app to order coffee.
As in the previous studies, the story took the form of a customer review. We used the same
narrative as in Study 2 with a minor adaptation for temporal distance manipulation (the events
occurred earlier today vs. three years ago). To rule out potential effects of protagonist similarity,
we described the storyteller more generically: as a busy mom. Participants read:
Proximal condition:
“Earlier today, I used the Coffee Café Mobile Order app for my morning coffee routine for the very
first time. I parked at my kid's school, placed my order in the parking lot, took him inside, then walked
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over to the Coffee Café and picked up my drink. The app cut 10 minutes out of my morning routine
and is the reason I made it on time to work today.
– Busy mom Laura Smith
Distal condition:
About three years ago, I used the Coffee Café Mobile Order app for my morning coffee routine for the
very first time. On that day, I parked at my kid's school, placed my order in the parking lot, took him
inside, then walked over to the Coffee Café and picked up my drink. The app cut 10 minutes out of my
morning routine and is the reason I made it on time to work that day
– Busy mom Laura Smith

After participants read the scenario, service encounter evaluation (𝛼 = .87) and narrative
transportation (𝛼 = .86) were measured using the same scales as in the previous studies. As in
Study 2, we used content familiarity and gender as covariates 13 to control for factors beyond
psychological distance that might have influenced the story effects.
Analysis and results. We conducted a manipulation check by asking, “How long ago did
the event depicted in Laura’s story occur?” (7-point scale anchored at “a long time ago” and “very
recently”). The results showed that manipulation was successful. Participants in the proximal
condition perceived that the event in the story occurred more recently than those in the distal
condition (Mproximal = 6.19 vs. Mdistal = 4.16, F (1, 59) = 20.193, p <.001).
As with Study 2, we conducted a mediation test using Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro
(Model 4) to test the significance of indirect effects. The bootstrap procedure generated a
confidence interval (CI) that did not include zero at 95% (.0115, .4849); thus, we found support
for a significant indirect effect. The direct effect of temporal distance on service encounter
expectations was not significant at 95% (t = .70, p = .49, CI = [−.2677, .5551]). The results

13

In the distal story → narrative transportation path, content familiarity (app familiarity and coffee consumption
frequency) was significant ( t = 2.31, p < .05 and t = 2.51, p < .05) and gender was not significant (t = .88, p > .1).
In narrative transportation and service encounter expectation path, no covariates were significant .
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confirmed an indirect mediation effect only, narrative transportation (full mediation), replicating
the results of Study 2 in this extended context using temporal distance. 14
Discussion. In Study 3, we found the same results as in Study 2 in the context of temporal
distance; thus, the results of Studies 1–3 show converging evidence of distal story effects. The
temporal distance of the story increased narrative transportation and thus enhanced service
encounter expectations. Like Study 2, Study 3 was conducted as an online experiment using the
same scenarios to examine causal relationships in a controlled setting and to check the consistency
of the results. Although we found consistent results in the distal story effects across the field (Study
1) and in controlled online-experiment settings (Studies 2 and 3), we do have limitations. We did
not examine the boundary conditions of distal story effects, which could provide strategic
marketing guidance for service providers. Moreover, the indirect-only effects suggest the
particular importance of the mediator, because the story effects cannot be expected without
narrative transportation. Therefore, understanding the boundary conditions of distal story effects
on narrative transportation has particular importance for service providers as they solicit customers’
service-experience stories. Thus, in Study 4, we examine the boundary conditions for distal story
effects.
3.3.4 Study 4: Distal Story Effects Constrained by Service Tangibility and Need for Cognition
The purpose of Study 4 is to examine the boundary conditions of the distal story effects
mechanism that we hypothesized in H2. To test H2, we measure each individual’s NFC, and we
manipulate the tangibility of the service encounters as an industry factor. We incorporate the same
experimental procedure used in previous studies with a few modifications.

14

Consistent with Study 2, the total effect (main effect) of distal stories on service encounter evaluations was not
significant. Those in the proximal and distal conditions did not show significant differences in service encounter
evaluations after controlling for content familiarity and gender (Mproximal = 5.35, SD = .21; Mdistal = 5.59, SD = .21;
F(1, 56) = .677, p > .1).
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Method. The study used a 2 (psychological distance: temporally proximal vs. distal) × 2
(service encounter: intangible vs. tangible) × 1 (need for cognition: measured moderator) betweensubject design. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions. We recruited 251
participants from the student pool who voluntarily participated for extra credit. Among them, 34
students didn’t pass the reading-check questions, resulting in 217 participants for analysis. To
ensure that all the participants took enough time to read the customer story, we designed an online
survey that allowed participants to proceed to the next screen only after spending at least fifteen
seconds on the story. In Study 4, we operationalized psychological distance as temporal distance;
the events occurred “last night” or “five years ago.” Participants read one of the following
depending on the condition assigned:
Proximal:
“Last night, I went to the Halloween costume party. In the middle of the party, I answered the phone
and didn’t put it back in my pocket. That was a huge mistake! I think I may have lost it in the little
booth area by the bar. There was no Good Samaritan out there who happened to find it. Fortunately,
however, I could get a new one thanks to My Phone Protection Plan. 2017 has been a really hard year
for me and having to pay for the purchase of a new phone would have just added to my troubles.”
– Andria Hudson
Distal:
“Five years ago, I went to the Halloween costume party. In the middle of the party, I answered the
phone and didn’t put it back in my pocket. That was a huge mistake! I think I may have lost it in the
little booth area by the bar. There was no Good Samaritan out there who happened to find it. Fortunately,
however, I could get a new one thanks to My Phone Protection Plan. 2012 had been a really hard year
for me and having to pay for the purchase of a new phone would have just added to my troubles.”
– Andria Hudson

Following the customer’s story, participants read an additional statement indicating the
tangibility of the service encounter. Given the ever-increasing number of technology-mediated
service encounters these days, examining the moderating effect of service encounter tangibility is
managerially relevant. We manipulated service-encounter tangibility using the physical presence
(tangible) or absence (intangible) of customer service representatives and customer service centers
(Darke et al. 2016). Participants read one of the following depending on the condition assigned:
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Tangible:
The Phone Protection Plan (PPP) is a mobile phone insurance company that has several customer
service centers in your area. You can interact with customer service representatives by visiting with
them in person at a customer service center.
Intangible:
The Phone Protection Plan (PPP) is a mobile phone insurance company that is operated entirely
online. You can interact with customer service representatives through an online Live Chat tool.

We used the same scales that we used across the studies for service encounter evaluation
(𝛼 = .86) and narrative transportation (𝛼 = .76). As a moderator, we measured individuals’ need
for cognition with items adapted from (Mazzocco and Green 2010). Participants indicated on a 7point scale their extent of agreement or disagreement with these statements: “I find satisfaction in
deliberating hard for long hours,” “I prefer complex to simple problems,” “I prefer a task that is
intellectual, difficult, and important to one that is somewhat important but does not require much
thought,” “I am usually tempted to put more thought into a task than the job minimally requires,”
and “I find it especially satisfying to complete an important task that requires a lot of thinking and
mental effort.” We averaged participants’ responses to the five items (𝛼 = .78) and used the results
as a moderating variable.
For a perceived service-encounter tangibility manipulation check, participants answered
the question: “The company seems tangible in my mind” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
As in the previous studies, at the end of the survey, participants also answered a question regarding
story familiarity: “Have you ever lost, damaged, or had stolen your mobile phone?” (1 = No, 2 =
Yes). Demographic questions followed at the end of the survey.
Analysis and results. Psychological distance manipulation was successful. The
manipulation check results show that those who were in the proximal (vs. distal) distance condition
perceived that the events in the story occurred recently (M proximal = 5.52, SD = 1.25; Mdistal = 4.81,
SD = 1.74; F(1, 213) = 11.677, p = .001). The tangibility manipulation check across NFC results

142

suggests that tangibility manipulation was not successful (Mtangible = 4.58, SD = 1.54, Mintangible =
4.83, SD = 1.44; F(1, 213) = .242, p > .1). As a further manipulation check, following procedures
used by Bellezza et al. (2014), we conducted 2 (tangible vs. intangible)  1 continuous (NFC)
between-subject ANCOVA using perceived service-encounter tangibility as a dependent variable
and story familiarity and gender as covariates consistent with previous studies 15. This way, we
could check tangibility manipulation after accounting for the effects of NFC on tangibility
perception. The analysis revealed a significant tangibility  NFC interaction (F[1, 211] = 5.39, p
< .05), a significant effect of tangibility (SD = .14; F[1 ,211] = 5.39, p < .05), and a significant
effect of need for cognition (F[1, 211] = 5.10, p < .05). Further examination of the tangibility 
NFC interaction showed that tangibility manipulation was successful only for those who had a
high NFC, as illustrated in Figure 3.3. We proceeded with effect-size analysis to compare the
relative magnitude of each factor (manipulation) in influencing perceived tangibility (Perdue and
Summers 1986). The interaction of tangibility  NFC has the biggest impact on the perceived
tangibility of a service provider (2

interaction

= .025), but is only slightly bigger than each of

tangibility (2 tangibility = .021) and NFC (2 NFC = .024). In sum, this result suggests that tangibility
manipulation was successful in testing the tangibility  NFC interaction. However, we need to take
caution in using tangibility manipulation as the single factor that influences other variables without
considering NFC.
Next, we conducted moderated mediation analysis utilizing PROCESS Multiple Mediation
Model 12 (Hayes 2013) to assess the statistical significance of hypothesized moderated indirect
effects. To test H2, we examined the moderating effect of the tangibility  NFC interaction on the

15

In the distal story → narrative transportation path, gender was not significant (t=.11, p>.1) and story familiarity
was marginally significant (t=1.71, p<.1). In the narrative transportation → service encounter expectation path,
gender was marginally significant (t=1.65 , p< .1) and story familiarity was not significant (t=1.21, p>.1)
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psychological distance and narrative transportation relationship (three-way interaction) that
resulted in positive service encounter evaluations. The results supported H2. That is, the three-way
interaction effect of psychological distance (distal = 1; proximal = 0), tangibility (intangible = 1;
tangible = 0), and NFC (continuous) on narrative transportation is significant (b = .70, t = 2.58, p
= .01) and leads to enhanced service encounter evaluations (b = .25, t = 3.89, p < .001). To provide
further insights into this three-way interaction, we conducted spotlight analysis (Fitzsimons 2008).
We split NFC (high vs. low) based on one standard deviation above or below the mean. As
illustrated in Figure 4, a breakdown of the interactions shows that distal story effects (i.e., that
greater psychological distance enhances narrative transportation) hold true only when those who
have high NFC evaluate an intangible service encounter; thus, high-NFC (vs. low-NFC)
participants are transported into a story to a greater degree when they evaluate intangible (vs.
tangible) service experience stories (b = .09, n = 5000, 90% CI = [.0016, .2418]). As we anticipated,
distal story effects are attenuated by low NFC, such that distal story effects are reversed when lowNFC participants evaluate intangible service stories (b = −.16, 90% CI = [−.3917, −.0253]) and
disappear completely when low-NFC participants evaluate tangible service encounter stories (b =
−.02, 90% CI = [−.1647, .1226]). Thus, we found support for H2 in Study 4.
Discussion. Study 4 provides support for H2; distal (vs. proximal) story enhances service
encounter expectations through narrative transportation, which is moderated by service tangibility
and NFC such that distal story holds effective only when those with high NFC evaluate intangible
service encounters. These results highlight that service type and individual’s dispositional
characteristics combined serve as a boundary condition for distal story effects. More specifically,
the results suggest that service providers can expect distal story effects when they provide
intangible service encounter for high-NFC customers. Consistent with CLT, the results show that
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concrete proximal story (vs. abstract distal story) have a greater impact on the judgement of
tangible (vs. intangible) service encounters. Also, our findings support our theorization that lowNFC customers do not enjoy putting thought to a mental representation of the scenes in a story;
thus, they rely on concrete proximal stories and less likely to respond to the abstract distal stories.
The findings of Study 4 have managerial implications. We jointly examined industry and
individual factors that influence distal story effects. The results of Study 4 suggest that service
providers should recognize the importance of tangibility in service encounter stories when they
solicit customer storytelling. Specifically, we recommend that service providers that provide
intangible service encounter target high-NFC customers, for whom they can maximize distal story
effects. Providers who offer intangible service encounters should also actively solicit customer
storytelling focusing on service experiences that occurred relatively long ago (vs. recently).
However, distal story effects are not expected for service providers who offer tangible service
encounters.

3.4 General Discussion
We conducted four studies to test distal story effects in a variety of service settings,
including a hair salon, hotel, real estate agency, coffee shop, and cellphone insurance service,
utilizing multiple methods including unobtrusive field-data analysis and experiments using both
students and a more general customer population. The results confirmed that customer storytelling
is common in customer online reviews; this widespread phenomenon may interest many service
providers. We demonstrated that customers who read positive stories that evoke psychological
distance (i.e., distal stories) experience narrative transportation, which, in turn, induces favorable
future service-encounter expectations that are consistent with the events depicted in a story. Also,
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we provide support for our theory that customers’ dispositional characteristics and the nature of
services serve as boundary conditions for distal story effects. Moderation analysis in Study 4
provides evidence of interactions among the factors that facilitate narrative transportation:
psychological distance, service intangibility, and NFC. We observed that distal story effects only
occur when those with high NFC expects intangible service encounter, because intangibility for
inducing abstractness mindset and high NFC for narrative thoughts provide optimal condition that
facilitates narrative transportation.
The present research makes important theoretical contributions to the literature on narrative
transportation and CLT. First, we further the understanding of story effects mechanism by
revealing boundary conditions for story effects. Although ample findings from an extant literature
suggest narrative transportation as a key mediation mechanism of story effects, boundary
conditions have not been revealed yet (Van Laer, Visconti, and Wetzels 2014). Second, this study
is the first to make a case for story effects by integrating CLT and narrative transportation literature;
thus expands the CLT and narrative transportation literature. By theorizing that construal level
comes into play in narrative transportation, this study contributes to the theoretical understanding
of how the psychological distance of a story influences story receivers’ service encounter
expectations. More importantly, these results are counterintuitive in the light of retailing literature
that has shown that reducing psychological distance enhances product purchase intentions by
increasing trust. Also, the results of this study counters to the narrative transportation literature
that has shown that story receivers’ direct and concrete previous experiences with a story topic
increase narrative transportation (e.g., those who have a homosexual friend are more easily
transported into stories about a gay student in a fraternity; Green 2004; Van Laer, Visconti, and
Wetzels 2014). In contrast, our results suggest that distal stories are more influential because they
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induce abstractness at high construal, thus abstract mindset evoked by a great psychological
distance provides conditions for narrative transportation by helping story receivers disconnect
themselves from their previous experiences. Third, we contribute to the service marketing
literature by revealing the factors that shape service encounter expectations before service
encounter occurs. Extant literature focused on the factors that influence service encounter
evaluations during or after service consumption occurred. In this study, we revealed that service
encounter expectations can be shaped before service consumption occurs by evoking abstract
mindset through customers’ distal story.
As for managerial implications, this study provides managers in service organizations with
insights for customer storytelling design. Our results have implications concerning how to
construct customer success stories that appeal to other potential customers. Across the four studies,
we found consistent distal story effects. The results suggest that customer stories of service
experiences that occurred a long time ago (vs. recently) or happened out of state (vs. in-state) are
more effective. Managers need to keep this in mind when they solicit customer reviews to spread
it to other potential customers. More importantly, managers need to be cognizant that distal story
effects do not always hold. Distal story effects can be reversed depending on customer NFC and
the tangibility of the service being provided. Our results suggest that distal customer stories are
mainly beneficial to organizations that provide intangible services that demand customers thoughts
to project service experiences, such as vacation resorts or wedding planning services.
Second, our study provides unique insights into service encounters by studying them as an
outcome variable. Although service encounter expectations are critical when customers choose a
service provider, meaning customers rely on other customers’ stories through online reviews, the
relationship between other customers’ storytelling and service encounter expectations has been
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understudied. We demonstrate the unique effects of distal storytelling on service encounter
expectations. Our findings suggest that even when a story does not specify a service encounter
moment, just telling a story about overall service experiences (Studies 2 and 3) or problem-solving
(Study 4) can influence customers’ imagined service encounters by evoking psychological distance
and enhancing abstractness mindset. Thus, our results suggest that distal stories could be an
important strategic tool for a service provider, particularly for service providers whose service
encounters are critical to their business success. To our knowledge, this is the first study that tests
the impact of customer stories on service encounter expectations.
There are several ways to extend our study. First, we assumed linear relationships between
psychological distance and narrative transportation in testing the distal story effects mechanism.
However, one might expect an inverted U-shaped response to distal stories. Extant literature
suggests that a minimum level of familiarity is needed for narrative transportation (Van Laer,
Visconti, and Wetzels 2014), so too much psychological distance might impeded it. That is, a great
psychological distance might increase narrative transportation up to a certain point, thanks to high
construal, which accelerates it, but it could decrease narrative transportation after that point due to
the absence of grounds upon which to imagine the situation depicted in the story.
We tested psychological distance in two conditions: a relatively distal vs. a relatively
proximal story. Future investigations could test the distal story condition with varying degrees of
psychological distance manipulation to investigate the hypothesized inverted U-shaped effects. In
addition to this, future investigation could examine hidden mediators that decrease narrative
transportation. The results across Studies 2 and 3 support the full mediation of narrative
transportation. However, the total effects (i.e., the main effects of distal stories on service
encounter evaluations) of our mediation model were not significant, which suggests the potential

148

operation of additional mediators that cancel the positive effects of distal stories (Zhao, Lynch Jr.,
and Chen 2010). Thus, further research could extend our model by adding other mediators of distal
story effects. Thirdly, tangibility manipulation in Study 4 worked only for those with high NFC.
It would worth to delve deeper the relationships between NFC and tangibility perception to ensure
that this might or might not have caused by weak manipulations for low NFC.
Unraveling complicated customer story effects is a challenging task, particularly with everevolving

technology-mediated

customer-to-customer

and

customer-to-service-provider

communications. Many questions remain unanswered. We hope that this study lays a foundation
to advance this increasingly important area of study.
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Appendix A: Tables
Table 3.1: Contribution Table
Source

Focus of Manipulation

Adaval and
Wyer
(1998)

Story Format (narrative vs. list)

Phillips and
McQuarrie
(2010)

Aesthetic cue in the ad

Green,
Brock and
Kaufman
(2004)

Proximal/Temporal
Elements from the
Storyteller
N

Theoretical
Mechanism

Dependent
variables

Consumption
nature

Main Findings

Boundary
Conditions

Narrative
Transportation

Choice in
response to
the ad

Intangible

Participants choose a vacation destination
advertised in a story (vs. non-story format
brochures)

N

N

Narrative
transportation

Attitude to
ad

Tangible

Grotesque imagery lead to a narrative
transportation, thus intensifies brand
experiences

N

Mental simulation of the scene
in the novel

N

Narrative
transportation

Evaluations

n/a, theory test
based on the story
in a novel

Transportation augmented story-consistent
beliefs and favorable evaluations of
protagonist and reduce counter argument

N

Escalas
(2004)

Mental simulation of the ad.

N

Narrative
transportation

Evaluation
and attitude
to the ad

Tangible

N

Darke et al.
(2016)

Psychological distance from
the retailer (social and spatial)

Y

CLT

Purchase
intention

Tangible

Ad-encouraged mental simulation has
positive impacts on ad attitudes and brand
evaluations. Thus, narrative transportation
increases story-consistent attitude and
evaluations.
Reducing psychological distances increases
trust and purchase intention.

Ding and
Keh (2017)

Purchase situation (one year
from now vs. the following
day) and service attributes
(intangible vs. tangible) in
printed ad.
Product features in the ad and
purchase timing (future vs.
recent purchases)
customer online reviews for
the service encounter
experienced long ago (vs.
recent) and out-of-state (vs.
in-state)

N

CLT

Choice in
response to
the ad

Tangible/Intangible

Consumers with a high (vs. low) construal
level rely more on intangible (vs. tangible)
attributes in service evaluation.

N

N

CLT

Attitude to
the ad

Tangible

N

Y

CLT and
Narrative
transportation

Expectations
of service
encounter

Intangible

Preferential attention was given to the
abstract (vs. concrete) features of the
products for future (vs. recent) purchases;
Psychological distance increases narrative
transportation, resulting in enhanced
service encounter expectation.

Fujita et al.
(2008)
This study
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Appendix B: Figures

Figure 3.1: Conceptual Model for Distal Story Effects Mediation
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Figure 3.2: Usefulness Rating Distribution
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Figure 3.3: Tangibility and Need for Cognition Interaction Manipulation Check
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Figure 3.4: Tree-way Interactions of Psychological Distance, Tangibility, Need for Cognition on
Narrative Transportation
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Conclusion
This dissertation is composed of three papers which investigate frontline marketing
phenomenon. The first examines the influence of servicescape on customers' tipping behavior.
Tipping is an important source of income for frontline employees (i.e., servers in a restaurant) and
is commonly considered as being determined by service quality. However, we show that a service
environment that influences customers' status perception can drive tipping. Specifically, we find
that subtle elements in servicescape (i.e., gold-colored bill folder and tablecloth) increases tipping.
Through a series of lab and field experiments, we demonstrate that gold-colored service
props enhanced customers' status perception, which in turn increased tipping.
In the second chapter, I examine the boundary conditions for the impact of frontline
employees' OI on their work performance. Extensive literature supports that OI is an important
work motivation because organizations' interests become self-interests when individuals identify
themselves with the organization. Using meta-analytic techniques, I find that OI improves FLE's
in-role performance the most when the work itself is not meaningful. That is, OI is most beneficial
when the work itself provides workers with a limited opportunity to experience a sense of
autonomy (e.g., tellers), competence (e.g., food service workers), or relatedness (e.g., delivery
personnel).
Finally, Chapter 3 highlights the importance of customer story of service experiences in
enhancing customers' expected service encounter evaluation. We find that customers' story is more
effective when the story evokes psychological distance, such as stories about a service encounter
that occurred a long time ago (vs. recently) or occurred in distant (vs. near) places.
Novel findings in this dissertation shed light on the understanding of frontline activities
that influence customer company interactions: service environment, FLEs' OI contingent on nature
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of their job, and service encounter expectation. Thus, this dissertation contributes to the frontline
marketing field.
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